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Abstract 
Composing race and nation: intercultural music and postcolonial 
identities in Malaysia and Singapore 
This thesis examines the process of hybridity in intercultural music and its 
deployment as sites for the politics of identity, of both racial and national, in a 
cross-cultural context in contemporary Malaysia and Singapore. To demonstrate 
this process, this thesis analyses four pieces of contemporary music written for 
mixed and vocal ensembles by composers in Malaysia and Singapore. These four 
case studies reflect the differences in identity formation by different races, and 
varying notions of belonging and not-belonging. The 'speaking' positions of the 
composers (with regard to issues of majority/minority, class and race) are the 
essential starting points for the inference of any identity construction. The analyses 
reveal that new identities or new interpretations of racial identities are 
performatively constructed through the citations of (and 'play' on) fixities and such 
established norms. 
To successfully argue my case, I use Bakhtin's (1981) concept of intentional 
hybridity and dialogism to explain the process of inter-culturalism. In polyglossic 
societies such as Malaysia and Singapore, hybridity and dialogism naturally take 
place in the day-to-day interactions between races. Within the framework of a 
composition, differences (of cultures) are not smoothed over but are allowed to 
come up against each other, to, virtually, fight it out. This is demonstrated in my 
analysis of the musical works: the ways in which different textures, discordant 
timbre and tuning systems, performance styles and assortments of rhythms are 
incongruously juxtaposed to each other. This thesis also examines these 
compositions within their performance contexts to better apprehend the process of 
identification, arguing that it is the concerted effort of composer, performer and 
audience that produce meaning. 
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Notes on text 
Non-Western instruments and scales are not italicised in this thesis, for 
the purpose of not differentiating between Western and non-Western 
instruments and musical terms, particularly in the intercultural environment 
these works are written in. Other non-English words are italicised as 
according to convention. 
I have also retained the order of how Chinese names are presented, that 
is, lastname before given name; for example, in Phoon Yew Tien' s case, 
Phoon is his lastname and Yew Tien is his given name. 
I have also chosen not to capitalise 'w' in western art music, choosing to 
present it as a genre of music instead of associating it with a particular 
culture or origin. This manner of presentation also suggests that this genre 
has been appropriated in the non-West and claimed as part of the everyday 
music practice. This is to say, western art music is not necessarily the 
practice of and in Western societies only, and in that sense, it is not the sole 
ownership of these societies. Other appearances of 'Western' of 'West', as in 
the 'Western orchestra', I have capitalised 'W' to retain the association to its 
culture of origin. This is to differentiate between 'Chinese orchestra' and 
'Western orchestra'; for these ensembles do denote a culture of origin. 
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Introduction 
Composing race and nation: intercultural music 
and postcolonial identities 
lnimduclimi 
[T]hese young composers have begun the process of developing a 
new musical style that reflects their own personal taste and, at 
same time, attempts to maintain a continuity in establishing an 
Asian and, indeed, a Malaysian identity (Matusky and Tan, 
2004:393-394). 
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This thesis began as a search for what constitutes a 
Malaysian/Singaporean identity, and the role music has in the formation of 
identity. While Matusky and Tan claim that composers take from tradition 
(Asian specifically) in order to form a Malaysian identity, this statement is 
not unproblematic. How can one recognise a national music when the 
national identity is still under debate? Furthermore, by appropriating from 
traditional culture for the construction of cultural and/or national identity, 
one is in danger of simplifying and reducing tradition to a reified imagined 
past which may not be a true reflection of the current lived tradition. In this 
case, tradition is relegated to a bounded unchanging past that has very little 
relevance to the present lived culture, and reduced to an essentialised notion 
of a past, thus, running the risk of self-Orientalising. In this sense, tradition 
and traditional culture function only in the realm of representation as a 
signifier of cultural difference in this present age of global modernity. Can 
one appropriate from traditional culture without self-Orientalising, without 
essentialising the past? Can the current lived culture be represented, and 
represented in music? Besides, in an age of schizophonia (Feld, 1996) and 
transnational movements, soundscapes overlap. How can one soundscape 
be distinguished from another; what constitutes a national soundscape that 
will instantly set it apart from another national soundscape? Is the quotation 
of folksongs the only way to signify a nation musically? Or are there other 
ways to express national identity in music? Further, in the present 
multicultural societies, how can one represent a multicultural national music 
without it being kitsch? 
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AIM 
The ultimate aim of this thesis is to investigate the relationship of text and 
context in the postcolonial situation, and to propose that music is not only a 
reflection or expression of identity, but also a participating agent in a public 
discourse on identity. The thesis aims to explore the possible role of music in 
this postcolonial performance of a national identity, to investigate the "nation-
space in the process" (Bhabha, 1990:3) of formation through its plausible 
articulation in music, where music (and specifically the musical work) is 
conceived as a site where identity is negotiated and new identity 
constructed. However, this nation-space is very much tied to ethno/racial-
nationalist discourse, whether explicitly as in the case of Malaysia or 
implicitly as in Singapore. In both these societies, traditional music 
(specifically by the Malays, Chinese and Indian communities) has been 
deployed for political trajectories in its performance, and in methods of 
conservation and pedagogy. In contemporary compositions, traditional 
music is still an important aspect and can be deployed for identity 
negotiation/construction. However, the process in which it is used is 
interesting; traditional music is changed, subverted, inverted, parodied and 
fragmented in its adoption/adaptation in the new composition. I argue that 
by doing so, it is possible for composers to critique the old, and propose new 
discourses on identity. The musical work perceived as a multivocal 
assemblage is also suitable to the present multilayered soundscape. In this 
assemblage multiple sources are juxtaposed, collided and blended. To 
support my argument, I have used four compositions: two from Malaysia 
and two from Singapore. It is my argument that conceiving of music as a 
discursive space allows me to read they way in which these four composers 
may be voicing their negotiations with the State-prescribed national and 
racial identities, and for the performative constructions of imagined 
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collectivities. The composers whose works I have read and analysed are: 
Saidah Rastam (Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya) and Sunetra Fernando (10-sen) from 
Malaysia; and Phoon Yew Tien (Nii Wa) and Philip Tan (A White Crescent and 
Five White Stars) from Singapore. Rastam's Lapangan is written for a six-part 
vocal ensemble. Both Fernando's 10-sen and Tan's White Crescent are written 
for gamelan ensemble - Fernando's is for a gamelan ensemble, two female 
vocals and rebab1, and Tan's work is for gamelan ensemble, trumpet, 
clarinet, flute and percussion. Phoon's Nii Wa is written for the Chinese 
orchestra. Matusky and Tan (2004) labelled the music written for mixed 
ensembles/instruments as syncretic music.2 The discussion in this thesis goes 
beyond a description of these compositions, seeking to explicate the ways in 
which the various sources are syncretised in these compositions. In other 
words, the discussion attempts to examine the process of hybridisation. This 
analysis is followed by my interpretation of how these composers may be 
respectively negotiating and/or constructing new identities in regards to that 
particular piece of work. 
This thesis aims to contribute to music scholarship in three ways: firstly, 
to further interrogate the relation between music and identity; secondly, to 
introduce from linguistic theory Bakhtin's (1981) heteroglossia and internal 
dialogism as a reading strategy in music analysis; and thirdly, to extend 
music scholarship's conception of performance to include Victor Turner's 
(1982)3 notion of lirninality from performance studies. As I shall discuss in 
Chapter l, to avoid essentialising music's relationship to identity, an 
1 Rebab is a three-stringed spiked fiddle (Nasaruddin, 1992). For more information on the 
definition of terms, please refer to the Glossary of Terms at the back of this thesis, p. 294. 
2 I have used this label interchangeably with intercultural music. 
3 Victor Turner's theory on social drama and the anthropology of performance have been 
widely adopted in performance studies, especially by scholars such as Richard Schechner. 
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awareness of the constructed nature of this relationship is imperative. In a 
multicultural/multiracial environment, composers are able to compose 
(performatively) their belonging by 'citing' indicators (music or otherwise) 
of various traditions and cultures; and by dissembling these indicators, 
composers are able to critique their belonging. However, to be able to 
perceive this composition in process, we have to examine the music/work as 
discursive, particularly in the genre of intercultural music where there is 
more than one cultural source employed in the composition. It is possible to 
comprehend the process of syncretism by appropriating Bakhtin' s concept of 
heteroglossia and internal dialogism as a reading strategy, so as to elucidate 
the ways in which the sources are changed in this process, and the ways 
they interact in the course of the music. By applying Turner's concept of 
liminality to music performance, we are also able to comprehend the 
composer's agency in this situation. Turner (1982) explains liminality as a 
"threshold" and a "transition between" two stable events. Schechner 
(1988/2003) locates aesthetic drama in this liminal space; he describes this 
space as transformational, where "people use theatre as a way to experiment 
with, act out, and ratify change" (1988/2003:191). Applied to music 
performances, it is then plausible to conceive how composers (the 
performers and audience for that matter) are able work out their subjectivity 
and to participate in the public discourse on issues such as national identity. 
The above proposal situates this as an interdisciplinary study, between 
ethnomusicology and musicology. It seeks to extend musicological research 
into non-Western societies. Because this thesis focuses on an art form that 
traces its genealogy to Western art music,4 it is a relevant area of research in 
the discipline of musicology, particularly when the primary object of 
4 I have capitalised 'Western' in this usage here to indicate its culture of origin and to specify 
the tradition of the practice as comprising of works and composers of the canon. 
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examination is the musical work itself. There are an increasing number of 
studies written on contemporary art music (compositions, pedagogy and 
performance) in non-Western societies: piano pedagogy in Vietnam and 
Thailand (Rosen, 1998), pianism in new compositions in Africa (Omojola, 
2001; Charry, 2000) and new compositions for gamelan (Notosudirdjo, 2001). 
More recently a number of monographs on the practice of western art music 
have emerged in China (Kraus, 1989; Melvin and Cai, 2004), East Asia 
(Everett and Lau, 2004; Everett, 2004), Japan (Eppstein, 1994) and Korea 
(Hwang, 2001; Kim, 2003;Kim, 2004). There are numerous monographs 
written on individual composers from Asian societies, such as Takemitsu,5 
Chou Wen-chung,6 !sang Yun,7 and many more journal articles on Jose 
Maceda from the Philippines (Tenzer, 2003), Takemitsu (Koozin, 1991), and 
Tan Dun (Chang, 1991). Less has been written on music practice pertaining 
to Malaysia and Singapore: Ryker's (1991) New Music in the Orient: essays on 
composition in Asia since World War II, Matusky and Tan's (2004) The Music of 
Malaysia: the Classical, Folk and Syncretic Traditions, Chopyak (1987) "The Role 
of Music in Mass Media, Public Education and the Formation of a Malaysian 
National Culture" in Ethnomusicology, Bernard Tan's (1984) article on 
Singapore music for the Asian Composers' League Conference in 1984. 
Ryker and Bernard Tan write about contemporary art compositions, and in 
particular those written in Southeast Asia. Matusky and Tan's volume on 
Malaysian music is a survey of the general music practice, ranging from folk 
to contemporary art. In the chapter on contemporary art music in Malaysia, 
they provide a very brief discussion of the history of the practice, a list of 
compositions in the 1980s and 1990s, and a description of what these pieces 
5 Ferranti and Narazaki, 2002; Chan, 2000; Burt, 2001; Ohtake, 1993. 
6 Chew, 1999; Huang, 1999; Feliciano, 1983. 
7 Choi, 1992; Feliciano, 1983. 
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are. Although Chopyak' s article focuses on the role of mass media in the 
construction of national culture, he also discusses the history of the 
development of contemporary art music. Much more has been written on 
the traditional musics of these places.8 
Ryker (1991) writes that composers in non-Western societies feel the 
obligation to contribute to the larger social discourse, especially in nation-
building and the formation of national culture. We know from other scholars 
such as Taruskin (1997 and 1998), Applegate and Potter (2002) and others 
that 19th century Europe composers were seeking to establish a national 
sound through their music. Again, very little research is carried out on 
composers and compositions in non-Western postcolonial societies: how do 
these composers write national music? Two of my case studies fall into this 
category, and I will show how national identity may be constructed through 
music in contemporary times. This thesis also contributes to the study of 
interculturalism in music and the process of hybridity. It proposes that 
hybridity not necessarily be 'fusion' or 'blending', for it may be a 'diffusion' 
and 'fissure'. The tension produced by two differing viewpoints may be 
• 
harnessed for the composer's intervention: an attempt to relativise 
hierarchies or merely to critique the status quo. 
s Apart from Matusky and Tan's monograph, there are Mohd. Taib Osman (1974) Traditional 
Drama and Music of Southeast Asia, William Malm (1974) Music in Kelantan, Malaysia, and 
Some of Its Cultural Implications, Matusky (1993) Malaysian Shadow Play and Music: Continuity 
of an Oral Tradition, Nasaruddin (1992) The Malay Traditional Music, Lee Tong Soon (1998) 
Performing Chinese Street Opera and Constructing National Culture in Singapore, Roseman 
(1991) Healing Sounds from the Malaysian Rainforest, Ang http://www.musicmall-
asia.com/malaysia/folk/temiar.html. In the midst of revisions, I came across Mohd. Nasir 
Hashimi' s Ph.D thesis "Regenerating interest in traditional musical styles through 
East/West compositions". As the abstract shows, his thesis raises various aspects of 
traditional Malaysian music and its subsequent use in new compositions, and leads to a 
discussion on how the latter may be incorporated into a new music curriculum at the 
University of Malaya. Relevant though it may be to my thesis, Mohd Nasir's thesis does not 
raise issues of race and identity politics, and does not seem to problematise Malaysia's 
cultural policy with regards to matters of race and culture. 
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In the course of preparing this research I found fieldwork to be necessary. 
Firstly, because these composers and their works are not well publicised,9 it 
was necessary to construct a list of who they are and what they write. 
Secondly, in order to situate their works and their construction of identity, it 
was necessary to familiarise myself with the context in which these 
composers work.10 Insofar as the approach and methodology are concerned, 
this thesis is firmly placed within the discipline of ethnomusicology. I 
position myself with the view of ethnomusicology that considers music to be 
inherently culture and cultural (Seeger, 1987; Feld, 1982 and 1988). I 
approach this study from the perspective of understanding the works in 
their socio-cultural context, and understanding the context that produces 
them. Music and its relation to identity has always been an area of research 
in ethnomusicology (see, for example, Stokes, 1994; Bohlman and Radano, 
2000). In this thesis, I shall interrogate this relation in an attempt to 
understand how music can be used to construct and negotiate identity, 
particularly in the case of identity that is fragmented, hybrid and imagined, 
and to feature the possibility of how postcolonial composers may exercise 
their individual agency through their compositions. As mentioned in the 
beginning of this Introduction, it is not enough just to acknowledge and 
recognise that particular musical sounds signify a particular culture. Such a 
simplification of the music/identity relation fails to accommodate cultures-
as-lived, that is, cultl.lre defined as a way of life as opposed to culture as 
defined as "intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development" (Williams, 
1976:90), for this lived culture is always in-flux - polyglossic as in the case of 
Malaysia and Singapore - and cross-cultural (due to colonial heritage, travel 
and access to global cultural products). Furthermore, another question 
9 This has begun to change in Singapore with the active promotion of the arts by the NAC. 
10 I have not lived in Malaysia since 1991 and Singapore since 1999. 
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raised earlier that requires an answer is how music is used to construct 
identities that are still under construction; for example, 'Bangsa Malaysia' 
and Singapore identity are still very much in the process of being formed. 
These questions lead me to explore theories of both identity and music, and 
result in my attempt to suture these two sets of theory together to 
understand how music is used for identity, as grounded in the work of a 
composer/individual. 
SCOPE AND LIMITATION 
This is not a comparative study by any means: it does not compare the 
traditional music with western art music or the means of identity 
construction as perceived through music in the two countries. The thesis 
merely treats the two countries as fields of production, acknowledging the 
differences between the two places but also recognising their shared history. 
Although this thesis deals with traditional music; it is limited to what the 
composers include in their specific compositions. This thesis specifically 
focuses on the art and practice of western art music in these two localities, 
and the way in which it is presently deployed as a site for the negotiation of 
alternatives to the status quo. It is important to qualify here that this practice 
is generally an urban phenomenon particularly in Malaysia, restricted 
basically to Kuala Lumpur metropolis, Penang and other urban centres, and 
therefore, the composers' interventions here are not necessarily 
representative of the entire nation. Furthermore, with regards to Malaysia, I 
have also limited my examination and explanation to Peninsular Malaysia 
and particularly to Kuala Lumpur; East Malaysia (comprising of Sabah and 
Sarawak) has different sets of race issues. 
It is only by chance that the two Malaysian compositions selected were 
composed by females and the two from Singapore were by males. Their 
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compositions were selected based on the criteria listed below. It is an 
interesting factor that I have encountered more female composers in 
Malaysia than in Singapore. It is not that there are no female composers in 
Singapore, but my focus was to contact composers who are living and 
working locally. Hence, despite a stark gender difference in the list of 
composers contacted/collected, I have chosen not to delve further into the 
issue of gender. It is certainly a very worthwhile issue for consideration in 
further studies of this kind, but lies outside the scope of this current thesis. 
This thesis focuses its attention on the plausible agency of the individual 
citizen and a non-statist representation of the nation and its racial 
communities. Just as Virginia Hooker's study of Malay novels opts to 
"[explore] the power of human agency" (2000:7) through the stories about 
and by the "ordinary" people, this thesis proposes the same trajectory, 
similarly featuring these composers as raising questions regarding the 
presiding discourse and challenging the status quo (ibid.:9) in and through 
their music. The aim of the discussion of State cultural policies in Chapter 3 
is to bring to light the context in which these individuals, the composers, 
work. 
My interpretation of the following compositions begins with the State 
categorisation of the racial/cultural background of these composers. I have 
used these labels as convenient categorisations as in Weber's "ideal types" 
(Albrow, 1990:135-154); the race categories are "reference points" (ibid.:153) 
and are themselves to be transcended and "themselves changed over time". 
The pieces of music are open to (cultural) analysis and interpretation based 
on various reference points. I have chosen to use national and racial 
categories as the starting point for my investigation. By doing so, I run the 
risk of pigeon-holing these composers according to racial categories. 
However, as I will elaborate in Chapter 2, race and racial categories are well 
lnimduc!ion JJ 
imbricated in the Malaysian and Singaporean social landscape, and these 
categories provide a useful starting point for considering how each 
composer's music engages with, negotiates, and construct identity. What is 
important here, as I hope to demonstrate in my interpretation, is that these 
categories are complex and complicated; they are not clear-cut bounded 
identities, but are flexible and in constant flux. For example, although Phoon 
and Rastam both represent the majority and hegemonic racial community in 
Singapore and Malaysia respectively, they are also marginalised in the 
larger, global cosmopolitan art world. There are also various 'excesses' to 
these identifications; for example, as my interpretation attempts to 
demonstrate, Philip Tan's construction of a Singaporean identity borrows 
from an 'authentic' Malay signifier for its construction, not so much to 
differentiate Singapore from the rest of the Southeast Asian region, but more 
to distinguish it on a larger and global stage of difference. 
I feel I should qualify here that my interpretations of these musical works 
are by no means an attempt to assert a 'truth'. Their purpose is to raise a 
plausibility, a proposal for a means of understanding this music in relation 
to its context. The 'truth' or authenticity of my interpretation with relation to 
the composers' intentions is not the focus of this investigation. The focus 
here is the plausibility of the use of music (both as artefact and performance) 
for the deployment of identity construction/negotiation jointly by the 
composer, performer and audience/reader, as taking place within the 
framework of a musical text. 
RESEARCH METHODS 
To gather a body of works for analysis required two fieldtrips to Kuala 
Lumpur and Singapore in 2002 and 2003.11 One of the many challenges of 
such a study is acquiring a substantial body of works. The art of composing 
is relatively unknown in much of mainstream society in both cities. To 
many, a composer is a Bach, Beethoven or Mozart, and they are all white 
and dead. The practice of composing is relegated mainly to the middle-to-
upper class, and carried out by an esoteric few. Thus, they are relatively 
unknown in their countries and much of their work is under-funded and 
under-appreciated. In Malaysia, there is no organisation that represents 
them, and this made my task of compiling a list composers much more 
difficult. I had to rely on word of mouth, and other contacts such as theatre 
companies to make contact with these individuals. In Singapore, the 
situation is much better; composers there are better represented through 
national bodies like the National Arts Council (NAC). Some of these 
composers have their own websites, through which I could contact them and 
request interviews. I timed my second fieldtrip to coincide with the annual 
Singapore Arts Festival, where I was able to meet quite a few composers, 
both local and from overseas. That was how I met Philip Tan, who was 
performing his piece in accompaniment to a dance performance. 
While on those fieldtrips, I took the opportunity to use the library 
facilities there, particularly the National University of Singapore Central 
Library, to access theses and journals that would have otherwise been 
difficult to acquire in Australia. I also took notes on observations and 
conversations I had with performers, educators, music journalists, 
administrators and other such interested parties. I also took notes on public 
11 I had also carried out a preliminary fieldtrip in December 2000 to January 2001. 
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performances I attended either during the Festival or otherwise. These 
concerts were mainly performances of inter- or cross-cultural music, and 
mostly by local composers. I also managed to record, with permission, a 
rehearsal of such a performance. I conducted interviews with composers on 
the list I had compiled. All except one of the interviews were recorded. They 
very kindly gave me samples of their compositions, and some even gave me 
both scores and recordings of those compositions. 
Due to the reasons mentioned above, I had difficulty compiling a list of 
composers/practitioners for interviews at the beginning of the first fieldtrip 
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. I had tried, in vain, to contact the Ministry of 
Arts, Culture and Tourism and the Istana Budaya (Palace of 
Culture/National Theatre of Malaysia) hoping they would have a working 
list of composers I could talk to. The list I garnered is at times due to 
serendipitous meetings and personal introductions by one 
composer/practitioner to another. The lack of an established list of 
composers was compounded by the geographical expanse of the city and 
limited access by public transport. These last two factors made it much more 
difficult to make contact with the composers and practitioners. Nonetheless, 
I did manage to contact ten composers; out of this ten, four were Chinese, 
four Malays and two of mixed race. I did not manage to make contact with 
any Indian composers. The class distribution is a bit more varied in Malaysia 
than in Singapore. Not all the Chinese composers received training overseas, 
although the majority did. Others, such as Ahmad Fauzi and Mohamad 
Shukor had the opportunity to pursue tertiary education in music in the 
U.S., while both Sunetra Fernando and Minni Ang (both of mixed race) also 
pursued a tertiary education in music in the United Kingdom. They also 
work in various institutions, mainly teaching music and/or pedagogy in the 
various tertiary educational institutions. They compose in a variety of 
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genres; for example, Ahmad Fauzi writes commercial jingles, art 
compositions and jazz arrangements, Mohamad Shukor is popular music 
composer, Ahmad Arif£ writes for the gamelan, while the rest of the 
composers on the list focus on art compositions. Out of this number of 
composers, only Sunetra Fernando and Vivian Chua have worked with and 
written for the Malaysian Philharmonic Orchestra (MPO). The Malaysian 
composers are also younger on average, than those from Singapore. 
Malaysia lacks stalwarts like Leong Yoon Pin, Bernard Tan and Phoon Yew 
Tien who are in their 50s and 60s. Ahmad Ariff is in his 70s, but all the 
others whom I interviewed are between their late 20s and 40s. 
In Singapore, the list I have gathered so far demonstrates a 
predominantly Chinese majority (nine Chinese, one Malay, three Indians, 
and two 'Others' - an American-born and a Belgian, both permanent 
residents in Singapore). The Indian composers, M.R. Lenin, Ghanavenothan 
and Radha Vijayan, are only on the periphery of National Arts Council's 
focus, and regarded more as 'traditional' performers and composers, and 
therefore, do not attract much attention in the larger scheme of things. They 
each run their own pedagogical centres; Lenin and Ghanavenothan teach 
traditional musical instruments, namely the veena and flute respectively, 
while Radha Vijayan teaches classical guitar. There are some composers not 
born in Singapore but who have lived in Singapore for many years, and 
consider Singapore as their home. These composers, namely John Sharpley 
(U.S.A.), Robert Casteels (Belgium) and Radha Vijayan (India), have chosen 
to settle in Singapore yet find themselves in a liminal space of not quite 
belonging. Sharpley was lamenting his predicament as a resident 
Singaporean without recognition as such, and his difficulty in acquiring 
grants and commissions as a result of his status. The only Malay I had the 
opportunity to interview happens to work only in Malay popular music. The 
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rest of the composers on this list are Chinese and some of them are highly 
qualified in music with degrees from education institutions in Europe and 
the U.S.A. For example, Joyce Koh holds a Doctorate in Composition from 
University of York, and she is currently based in Paris; Ho Chee Kong (who 
is currently teaching at the Yong Siew Toh Conservatory at the National 
University of Singapore) holds a Doctor of Musical Arts from the College-
Conservatory of Music at the University of Cincinnati, U.S.A. 
I returned to Canberra with this collection of materials and began a 
general survey of the compositions gathered. Gradually I was able to select 
four pieces for detailed analysis. The selection of these four was based, 
firstly, on the availability of both recordings and scores, secondly, on their 
hybrid factors, such as mixed ensembles or mixed genres and thirdly, on 
what I could read from the compositions and what I think the message 
might be. After the selections were made, each of these pieces was 
disassembled into their building-blocks of form and structure, scalar 
material, melodic structure, rhythms and patterns, instrumentation, 
harmonies (if any), and texture. What I was interested in was the interaction 
of both inter- and intra-building-blocks. For example, if there were two 
melodic themes in the piece, I was interested in how each theme was used, 
when it entered, how it was stated and how its appearance in the music may 
coincide with the other. I was also interested in whether either of the 
melodic themes would be stated in the context of any of the other elements, 
with a particular rhythmic pattern perhaps or by a particular instrument. I 
was also looking for points or moments of discontinuity and difference, 
what they were and how they were established. I also compared these works 
with traditional music (the gamelan and various Chinese genres), and 
examined where and how they deviate from those established norms. The 
ways in which the instruments were used in these compositions were also 
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important: how they were used, what they played, how they played, their 
interactions with other instruments, and so on. 
The next task was to compare these analyses to the transcribed interviews 
with their respective composers, that is, to compare my reading of the pieces 
with the information they gave me during the interviews. I also referred to 
previews and reviews of these pieces when possible; if not, I then looked for 
articles written on what others may have said about the compositional 
techniques of the composer or reviews of other pieces by the same 
composer. Based on the collated information from the fieldwork, interviews 
with the individual composers, the reviews of their works and such 
literature, and the composition itself, I began my 'reading' of these works. 
THE ANALYST AS READER 
My position as analyst-cum-reader takes off from reception theory, a theory 
that is gaining acceptance in musicology in the last twenty years. (See Cook, 
1993; Beaumont, 1998; Everist, 1999) Reception theory argues for the 
importance of the critical public review of art, literature and music that have 
just entered or are part of the public domain. Such a theory is part of a more 
widespread idea of moving scholarly focus from the single author to the 
audience reception. The recent increase in the use of this theory in 
musicology is encouraging. In contrast to a focus on only the production 
side of music (both in composition and performance), such scholarship has 
illuminated the other side of such an experience, hopefully providing a more 
holistic picture to our understanding of the musical experience. 
This thesis also draws from the ethnomusicological understanding of the 
impossibility of a truly objective observation and ethnographic report of the 
field. More often than not, field researchers are engaged one way or another 
in the cultural performance they are studying. In fact, the method of 
!ntrodudiun 17 
researcher-as-participant is well accepted in current ethnomusicology. 
Kisliuk writes of the difficulty of separating out the subjectivity of the 
researcher from the objectivity of the field report (1997). In this thesis, I 
would like to (re)place my own subjectivity, the subjectivity of the 
researcher/analyst, into this field report and analysis, especially in the 
performance of identity construction. I regard myself as fellow participant in 
this performance, in the role of the audience/reader. Thus, this thesis does 
not purport to be an objective report and analysis of the field, but a 
presentation of my perception of it and my interaction with the music in the 
moment of performance. The ethnographic experience, literature research 
and structural analysis of the work feed into my reading of and interaction 
with the musical text. 
My position and participation here are at once inevitable and intentional. 
It is inevitable because it would be ridiculous to say that it is possible for me 
to leave out my personal biases and perceptions as a fellow Malaysian, 
especially when it comes to the performance of identity. Any attempt on my 
part at objectivity is already tainted by my subjectivity as a Malaysian and a 
Chinese Malaysian. It is intentional because in order to partake in this act of 
identity construction without being reductive and essentialist of the music 
and the field, I feel I have to approach it as a 'local'. What would a 'local' say 
about this piece of music? What would a 'local' think this piece of music is 
trying to communicate? I have also taken this 'hearing' a little further; my 
approach to the music in this thesis inclines towards Wolfgang Iser's 
approach to the reading process of a literary work: "esthetic ... realization 
accomplished by the reader" (1980:50). He elaborates that the "'unwritten' 
part of a text stimulates the reader's creative participation" (ibid.:51). Using 
Laurence Stern's conception of a literary text, Iser proffers that the text 
is something like an arena in which reader and author participate 
in a game of the imagination ... a [text] must ... be conceived in such 
a way that it will engage the reader's imagination in the task of 
working things out for himself (sic), for reading is only a pleasure 
when it is active and creative. (Ibid.) 
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In other words, my reading (or 'hearing') of the case-studies is my 
creative engagement with the music based on my understanding of the 
socio-political context, my past experience in that society, my understanding 
of the music and all other information mentioned earlier. As an illustration 
of what I mean, below is an example of my first encounter with Ras tam's 
Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya and how I was 'performing' a Malaysian identity from a 
seat in the audience: 
I choose a seat I thought would have the best of the acoustics this concert 
hall provides. I settle down to wait for the performance to begin. It is the 
Sydney's Song Company, a vocal ensemble of six, renown for their 
performance of contemporary works. I have come to listen to them perform 
Saidah Rastam's Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya, a composer I interviewed on my 
fieldtrip to Malaysia just recently. I read the concert programme, which 
among other things gives a brief description of the piece. The piece was 
commissioned with funds from the Malaysian Ministry of Culture, and 
was premiered at the newly-built National Theatre in Kuala Lumpur in 
August 1999. The text is a poem written by a well-known Malaysian 
author to commemorate the racial violence of 1969 which "left a bloody 
mark on Malaysia's recent history". 12 
In troop the performers. They take their positions in a semi-circle facing 
us, the audience, and we, the audience, clap as etiquette dictates. 
The baritone begins by reciting the poem: 
Di lapangan ya-ya-ya 
Jam ini aku mahu menjadi burung 
Jam ini aku mahu menjadi ikan 
Berterbang-terbangan 
Berenang-renang ... 
12 Concert programme for The Song Company presents Women in Good Company at the 
National Festival of Women's Music, 1st September 2001. This performance took place at the 
ANU Arts Centre, Canberra. 
Immediately following that the soprano sings in melismas on the first 
word "di", in mimicry of the Islamic chants termed Nasyid which were 
sung in praise of the Prophet Mohammed. Between the soprano and the 
tenor, they finish the first stanza of the poem to a melody based on the 
"exotic" pentatonic scale. After the last line of the stanza is sung, the 
mezzo-soprano enters, weaving her melodic lines with the soprano's, 
creating a fugal-like texture in somewhat reminiscence of the chorales. 
Soon, the texture thickens as each part is intertwined into a fugue-like 
chorale performance, threading the melody with countermelodies into a 
complex fabric of sounds. It was familiar yet at the same time strange. The 
sounds bring back memories of those times when upon hearing the 
Nasyid invading my living room through the television set, I would 
immediately turn it off I am amazed at how cleverly Saidah had re-
produced that without drawing in its religious implications. 
The performance continues. Now the bass is reproducing a drone bass on 
the syllable 'ah', upon which the tenor and baritone begin a series of 
imitation of traditional drums like the gendang (a double-headed 
membranophone) to rhythms usually used in dangdut, a Malay 
traditional song performance. I sit up in recognition of the rhythms and 
the instruments the three male voices were attempting to imitate. I am 
reminded of home. Saidah is borrowing indiscriminately from the 
soundscape in Malaysia and reproducing them in imitation by the humble 
human voice. 
The traditional rhythms are overlaid with the female voices, each carrying 
a different part and sound. The soprano sings on the syllable 'ah' on a 
melodic contour based on the pentatonic scale, producing in faint 
resemblance to the southern Thailand/northern peninsular Malaysia folk-
song tradition. At a climactic point, all the parts stop suddenly, resuming 
after the brief pause in chorale-like harmony and texture in closing. 
The audience claps some politely, and some, like me, are thrilled and 
entertained by the lively and excellent performance of a work by a brilliant 
composer from Malaysia. As I leave the concert hall, I feel myself my 
identity, affirmed tonight - proud to be a Malaysian again. Despite all the 
grievances I have as part of a marginalised racial group within my home 
country, I feel a sense of belonging. I am, too, at the juncture between the 
West and Malaysia. I am, too, at the place of simultaneous oppression and 
resistance. As an agent of my own life, I perform my hybridity in words. 
(1/9/2000, The ANU Arts Centre, Canberra at the Womens' Music 
Festival) 
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OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS 
Chapter 1 discusses the relation between music and identity, arguing that 
new theorisations of identity and subjectivity demand a similar re-
theorisation of this relation. The chapter also locates the genre of music in 
which these four composers are working in intercultural music, asserting 
that in the analysis of works in this genre, it is essential to contextualise the 
works within the matrix of socio-political forces. The chapter ends with the 
proposal to use Bakhtin' s heteroglossia as a reading strategy of the works so 
as to elucidate the complex play of musical signs for a further inference of 
identity negotiation and performative constructions. 
The second chapter provides a historical background, focusing on the 
issue of race and how it has influenced State policies. It aims to feature the 
complexities, contradictions and ambiguities that the politicisation of race 
has imposed on the socio-political landscape in both Malaysia and 
Singapore. It begins its narration in the colonial period and goes up to the 
present, with some discussion on the more recent developments of socio-
political trends, leading to the changes in cultural policies and politics from 
1990 onwards. Chapter 3 follows with the discussion of how these State 
policies have been converted to cultural policies that have directly affected 
the practice of music, in general, and western art music, in particular. In 
Malaysia, we observe the rise of alternative arts communities that resist 
Malay-centric cultural policies and continue the discussion of Malaysia's 
more recent support for Western orchestras and arts infrastructure. In 
Singapore, we observe the gradual 'Asianising' of the arts and how it is 
reified in the Singapore Symphony Orchestra, and the role of the State in the 
guise of its arts council, the National Arts Council (NAC). This chapter also 
discusses the impact these policies and developments have on local 
composers and how these changes may have been reflected in some of their 
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compositions. Most of the information provided in this chapter is taken from 
notes and items collected during my fieldtrips to Kuala Lumpur and 
Singapore in 2001 and 2002. 
Chapters 4 to 7 examine the four works at length and set out my reading 
of their 'play' on racial and national identities. Chapter 4 is on Saidah 
Rastarn and her work, Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya for vocal ensemble. I read the 
work as her attempt to negotiate a 'new Malay' identity. In her attempt to 
grapple with the debates surrounding the construction of the 'Melayu Baru', 
I argue that Rastam sites her critiques and construction of alternatives in this 
work. In Chapter 5, I analyse Fernando's 10-sen and similarly 'perform' my 
reading on these works. I argue that Fernando is composing her non-
belongingness in Malaysia. The chapter discusses Fernando's negotiation 
with a Malay-centric definition of national identity, and her performative 
construction of a new Malaysian identity, 'Bangsa Malaysia'. Chapter 6 is on 
Phoon Yew Tien and his work for Chinese orchestra. I argue that Phoon uses 
the space of his composition (Nii Wa) for the construction of a Chinese 
identity from his position as a member of the diasporic community, as his 
contribution and response to the State's call for cultural ballast (see 
discussion in Chapter 3). Chapter 7 examines Tan's re-definition of 
Singapore's national identity, steering away from a Sino-centric identity to 
one that recognises the 'place' and location of Singapore in the Malay 
archipelago. Here, I read Tan as composing an indigenous Singapore, as a 
means for it to claim its place in this region. 
Rastam and Phoon belong to the dominant majority in Malaysia and 
Singapore respectively. I read their works as their personal contribution to 
the formation and bolstering of their respective racial identities. Their music 
borrows less from other traditions and more from the traditions associated 
with the Malay and Chinese cultures, locating their compositions between 
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these traditions and 'the West'. On the other hand, both Fernando and Tan 
performatively construct their respective identities as hybrid, particularly in 
the space between various traditions and 'the West'. Their position as 
outsiders, the marginalised or representing the disenfranchised allows them 
to borrow from both traditions of Western art music and gamelan, and to 
situate their works in this space of the in-between. The thesis concludes with 
a recapitulation of Turner's notion of performance and performance space, 
and relates this notion to the case studies. 
Chapter 1 
Music and the politics of representation 
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It is generally accepted that music is a reified marker of cultural identity, 
but it is also understood that this relation is not authentic, and therefore, 
should not be taken as a matter of fact. This chapter begins with a discussion 
of the relation between music and identity; I postulate that new theorisations 
of identity and subjectivity demand a re-examination of this relation. 
Changing notions of identity and identity politics have also elucidated the 
changing ways in which music (in practice) is deployed as a cultural marker. 
Furthermore, the relation between music and identity (for self-
representation) has been explored in popular music studies (Mitchell, 2001; 
Manuel, 1998; and so on) and in ethnomusicology (Stokes, 1994; Bohlman 
and Radano, 2001; and so on), two fields of music that emphasise 
performance. However, little is done in music research that involves a 
work/composition and its performance. How is identity communicated in a 
work/composition? Is it possible for a work/composition/notated score to 
communicate? This chapter hopes to provide some answers to these 
questions. It begins with an attempt to explicate the relation between music 
and identity, moving into a discussion on how cross-cultural identities may 
be located in the genre, intercultural music, and finally ending with a 
discussion on the ways in which to analyse this genre of music to elucidate a 
composer's agency. In the discussion below, I have drawn on past research 
on music and identity/representation from both musicology and 
ethnomusicology, and proposed the use of Bakhtin' s linguistic theory, 
heteroglossia as a reading strategy to apprehend the musical work, and the 
use of performance theory to elucidate the way in which the 
construction/negotiation of identity may be co-performed collectively 
between the composer, performer/s and audience. 
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MUSIC AND IDENTITY 
Music has been proven to be a potent signifier of race, culture and nation 
(Stokes, 1994; Bohlman and Radano, 2001; Manuel, 1998; Taruskin, 1998; 
Applegate and Potter, 2002; Notosudirdjo, 2001). As Martin Stokes wrote in 
his introduction to Ethnicity, Identity and Music: the Musical Construction of 
Place, "music is socially meaningful. . .largely because it provides means by 
which people recognise identities and places, and the boundaries which 
separate them" (1994:5). Its potency as a signifier is based on the argument 
that "identity is constituted out of difference" (Grossberg, 1996:93), and 
difference in music is instantly recognisable. A so-called Gypsy scale is a 
difference of a raised fourth degree in a harmonic minor scale (Bellman, 
1998). It is the emotional and cultural associations of these differences in 
musical patterns that render it the power to evoke an imaginary Other. As 
Born and Hesmondhalgh (2000) argue, music is hyperconnotative. For 
example, music had been used in 18th and 19th century western art music to 
represent the Oriental Other (Scott, 1998; Bellman, 1998); we think of works 
by Mozart (Die Entfahrung aus dem Serail, 1782), Saint-Saen (Suite algerienne, 
1881) and many more. Differences in scale and rhythm were used as markers 
for the Jews (Bohlman, 2000), Romani and Hungarian Gypsy (Bellman, 1998) 
and Turks (Hunter, 1998). In the early 20th century, at the height of 
imperialism, Western composers such as Puccini and Verdi were using these 
differences in styles to instantaneously transport the Western audience to an 
imagined far and exotic place like Japan or Egypt, or vice versa, to evoke the 
far and exotic in the minds of the Western audience. Nevertheless, the point 
is made; music is a potent signifier capable of establishing boundaries 
between 'us' and 'them'. 
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Differences in music were also used as markers of national boundaries in 
the 19th century. It was a means for self-representation premised on the 
Romantic use of folksongs by Russian (Balakirev, Rimsky-Korsakov, and so 
on), Finnish (Sibelius), Norwegian (Grieg), and British (Walton) composers. 
In the late 20th and early 21•1 century, these same differences have been re-
deployed (by those who were once represented), for self-representation; just 
to name a few, Celtic music (its music-making and consumption) has been 
turned on its head to signify Irishness, especially in contradistinction to the 
British (Chapman, 1994), and bhangra (a Punjab-based dance music) is now 
used for the representation of the Punjab community in London (Baumann, 
1996; Manuel, 1998). In the postcolonial era, musical differences have been 
similarly deployed for the construction of national identities for emergent 
nations; for example, new music is still being written for the gamelan, using 
it for the representation of Indonesian national identity (Notosudirdjo, 2001). 
"Music is used by social actors ... to erect boundaries, to maintain 
distinctions between us and them" (Stokes, 1994:6). These distinctions 
assume an intrinsic and essential quality, defined by a shared commonality 
of "historical experiences and shared cultural codes" (Hall, 1990/1996:223), 
and are based on notions of authenticity and purity. For "authenticity [is] 
used to justify these boundaries ... what one is (or wants to be) cannot be 
'inauthentic', whatever else it is" (Stokes, 1994:6). It is imperative that these 
shared experiences and codes have a veneer of genuineness. As Chapman, 
Cohen and Stokes argue in their respective contributions in Stokes's volume, 
authenticity takes on a significance of "a discursive trope of great persuasive 
power" (ibid.:7); and music is used to sustain this discursive authenticity. 
Music becomes the border patrol for the 'authenticity' of a particular (ethnic) 
group, guarding its purity. 
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However, Stuart Hall (1990/1996) in his theory of identity production, 
also stressed the impossibility of recovering the past since it is subjected to 
the continuous imbrication of history, culture and power. For "identities are 
the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and position 
ourselves within, the narratives of the past" (Hall, 1990/1996:224). Within 
this understanding, identity is never authentic, for it is always contingent on 
how one is positioned in relation to history and historical experiences. 
Therefore, it is conceivable that identity is not fixed; in fact, it is always a 
construct (politically or culturally), and always subjected to the interplay of 
history, culture and power. Identity should not be essentialised as 'natural', 
but recognised that in its constructedness it is already inauthentic. Chapter 2 
of this thesis will demonstrate the appropriateness of this theory in Malaysia 
and Singapore, where racial categories are the product of British colonialism, 
constructed for the ease of census-taking. 
If identity is conceived as a construct, thereby questioning the notion of 
'authentic' identities, then the relation between music and identity that was 
premised on authenticity and purity is also called into question. This change 
in conception of music and its role in identification is demonstrated in both 
Julie Brown's (2000) essay on Bartek' s use of Gypsy music as the marker of 
Hungarian identity, and John Baily's (1994) article on the constructedness 
and contestation of the Afghan national music from 1923 to 1973. Brown's 
essay delineates Bartok' s shift in perception of the Gypsies, from an ethnic 
Other in 1906 to 1920, to "a type of pawn in the world of gentry social 
pretension" (2000:130) in 1920s to 1930s. Brown attributes this change to the 
changing socialist politics of that time. This resulted in the replacement of 
"Gypsy music" to "Hungarian popular art music". Baily, on the other hand, 
relates that due to its ethnic diversity, the Afghan national music is a 
construction of a "synthesis of distinct cultural items from different sources" 
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(1994:56), based on the Pashtun regional music and used the principal vocal 
art music genre, ghazal, and this was broadcast throughout the nation by 
radio. Hall's model also iterates that identity is never complete, but always 
in the process of becoming. Because the political and cultural construct of 
identity is always produced by history, language and culture, a change in 
any of these factors will inadvertently require a new definition, a new 
negotiation. For this reason, identity is always relational and will never be 
whole, but in constant flux. For the same reason, the music used to mark this 
identity will always have to change according to the process of 
identification. It can never remain the same. 
In a further explication of Hall's theory of identity, Grossberg (1996) 
reminded us that identity is not singular, but is defined by multiplicities and 
fragments of difference. He wrote that the space of identity is comprised of a 
"number of different, overlapping, intersecting and sometimes even 
competing figures" (1996:90), figures such as fragmentation, hybridity and 
diaspora. The figure of fragmentation is defined as that which "emphasizes 
the multiplicity of identities and of positions within any apparent identity" 
(ibid.:91). Identity is made up of partial fragments that may be contradictory 
and situational, and that may be historical or constitutive. For example, there 
is no one way of defining Malaysian national identity. For the Malays, who 
are the majority and who are juridically privileged and politically defined as 
the indigenous of the land, the Malaysian national identity is 
correspondingly Malay-centric. However, a non-Malay Malaysian would 
define the nation as multicultural and hybrid. Similarly in Singapore, the 
Chinese majority already present a Sinocentric national identity, but the 
non-Chinese may not necessarily perceive that as the appropriate definition 
of the national identity. Further, within the national boundaries of both 
Malaysia and Singapore, ethnic/racial identities will have more import and 
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prominence; however, outside of this boundary, it is the national identity 
that will gain more emphasis vis-a-vis a global other. Not only are there 
several definitions of this identity, there should also be considerations that 
such an identity is imbricated by a colonial past, pre-colonial heritage and 
tradition, multicultural landscape, present globalisation and modernisation. 
A Malaysian may be a Malay, Chinese, Indian, or Kadazan, English-
speaking (as opposed to being more comfortable conversing in Malay, 
Mandarin, Tamil and so on), and a cosmopolitan; for the Malaysian identity 
is forged by race, colonial heritage and the globalising forces of modernity. 
The figure of hybridity is characterised by borders and border-crossing. 
Grossberg described hybridity as Bhabha's (1994) Third Space, that is, the 
space at the border of, and in-between, two competing identities. The 
subaltern identity is defined by its "location in a unique spatial condition 
which constitutes it as different from either alternative" (Grossberg, 
1996:91). Malaysian and Singaporean national identities are constituted by a 
colonial past and a present need to construct an identity based on difference 
premised on a pre-colonial history, leaving many Malaysians and 
Singaporeans to negotiate between 'modernity' and the 'traditional'. The 
other characterisation, border crossing, is closely related to this concept. It is 
the frequent moving between two realities, positions or identities, and is 
conditioned by "mobility, uncertainty and multiplicity" (ibid.:92). For we 
put on different masks in different situations and different times, 
inadvertently taking different positions at those times. The third figure, 
diaspora, not only signifies transnationalism and movement, but also 
political struggles to define the community within the present locality as 
well as drawing links to a (sometime imaginary) homeland. It is rooted in 
"structures of affiliations and ways of belonging" (ibid.); it is modem yet 
pervaded with historical connections and experience of oppression. The 
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diasporic Chinese community in Southeast Asia, although not the product of 
political struggle but an economic one, is attempting to construct its 
belonging in the Malay archipelago while retaining a link (linguistically, 
musically and so on) with cultural/traditional, if not national/modern, 
China. 
According to Marina Roseman (2000), there are two properties of music 
that render it appropriate for the negotiations of situations of movement and 
change such as those described above. Her research among the Temiar 
people, an aboriginal community in Peninsular Malaysia, shows that music's 
"partability" and "portability" have allowed for the community to deal with 
changes wrought by capitalism and globalisation. The Temiar people lead a 
nomadic lifestyle at the fringes of the Malaysian jungle. Their lifestyle has 
changed and continues to change as the result of colonialism, nationalism 
and urbanisation. Roseman demonstrates in her article that the Temiar 
people have used their songs as a means to negotiate these changes. She 
wrote that to the Temiar people, music functions as a "free trade zone" 
(2000:53), where 
bits and pieces of cultural knowledge and practice, immaterial and 
material, are recombined and reconfigured to fit contemporary 
needs, with a wink at border police and the exigencies of 
intellectual property rights laws (ibid.). 
In this capacity, music is an excellent vehicle for the representation of an 
identity that is fragmented, hybrid, and mobile, especially during times of 
change. Music's portability allows musical knowledge and practice to travel 
with human movement, and for such knowledge and practice to be 
maintained within diasporic communities. Frederick Lau's (2001) article on 
the Teochew Chinese in Thailand is a case in point. Despite the generations 
of Chinese who had migrated to Thailand, it is still possible for this 
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community to create a sense of Chinese identity outside of China. Music's 
other property, partability, refers to its many dimensions: "pitch, timbre, 
instrumentation, interaction of voices, text, tune, rhythmic configurations" 
(Roseman, 2000:53). She says: 
Mixing and matching one element from one cultural tradition, 
temporal period, or musical genre with another allows for the 
signing of the multiple, often conflicting, identities characteristic of 
the global interplay of people, ideas, and things (ibid.). 
Music's capacity for mixing-and-matching allows for the negotiations in 
a changing and increasingly complex environment. In short, music fits well 
for the working out of Hall's model of identity: process, in-flux, fragmented, 
and hybrid. 
Judith Butler goes a little further than Hall's theorisation when she 
asserts that not only is identity a product of its circumstances, but identity as 
a process is productive. Her argument has been restated elsewhere as 
"identity is the effect of performance" (Bell, 1999:3). Her notion of 
performativity "contests the notion of the subject" (Butler, 1994:33), that is, 
the subject is produced as it is named. It is in opposition to 'we are, 
therefore, we perform', and more like 'we perform to create who we are'. 
Butler's theory of performativity arises from linguistic theory and Austin's 
speech act theory, and is premised on Foucault's notion of discourse and 
power, and their role in the production of subjectivity. She argues that 
performativity is "that aspect of discourse that has the capacity to produce what it 
names" (ibid., italics original). Identity is an "enacted fantasy" (Butler, 
1990/1999:173); she continues to state: 
acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in 
the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to 
express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through 
corporeal signs and other discursive means (ibid.). 
For this enactment produces identity through 
the play of signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, the 
organizing principle of identity as a cause (ibid.). 
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She went on to suggest that this production "always happens through a 
certain kind of repetition and recitation" (1994:33), for identity is "tenuously 
constituted in time ... [and] instituted through a stylized repetition of acts" 
(1988:519). However, the choice of acts and repetitions are subject to a 
'script' (Salih, 2000) that has already been predetermined by a regulatory 
framework. Within this regulated environment, it is possible for a subject to 
adorn the limited number of 'costumes' in his/her performance of a desired 
identity. In another article, Butler wrote that performative acts succeed "only 
because that action echoes prior actions" (1995:205). It is not that the 
performative act takes place "within a practice, but that the act is itself a 
ritualized practice" (ibid.). She explains that the performative act is 
successful (that is, the act manages to communicate what it sets out to do), 
because "it draws on and covers over the constitutive conventions by which it 
is mobilized". In short, the 'script' is 'written' over time, "accumulating and 
dissimulating" (1995:205), establishing itself as convention. Thus, by putting 
on the 'costumes', we are 'citing' the conventions. And by doing so, we are 
able to construct an imagined self. This is the act of our agency: by acquiring, 
aggregating, and repeating norms and regulations, we are creating our own 
subjectivity. By dissembling these norms and regulations in the act of 
'citation', (for example, as in drag performances) (1990/1999) we are able to 
parody, and by so doing, subvert the established conventions to make a 
political statement. 
In Burning Acts - Injurious Speech (1995), Butler applied that theory to 
race, arguing that the "subject is always "raced"", drawing similarities with 
Althusser' s notion of interpellation. Just as Althusser' s hail: "Hey you 
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produced by history and culture, maintained by politics, and within which 
every citizen is interpellated (Mandal, 2001a; Chua and Kwok, 2001). Within 
this confined and regulated framework of racialism, it is possible for the 
individual subject to act out his/her agency by citing (re-citing and 
repeating) the very norms and conventions that are associated with that 
particular race, and thus, performs the expected. However, it is also possible 
for the individual subject to parody and treat these norms in excess, and by 
doing so, critique and decentre the established conventions (Lloyd, 1999). 
According to Butler's performative theory, a Malay/Chinese/Indian is 
discursively produced at birth, and maintains this production by performing 
the stylised acts known to be associated with or expected of a 
Malay/Chinese/Indian. In essence, "[race] is not something one is, it is 
something one does" (Salih, 2002:62). The notion of performativity, that is, 
the creative production and fabrication of an imagined subjectivity, also 
allows for the construction of new identities; new identities - 'Bangsa 
Malaysia' and 'Nusantara Singapura' (regionalised Singapore) - identities 
that are still being produced and worked out. 
Roseman' s argument that the mix-and-match capacity of music allows 
for the negotiation of changing environments, coupled with music's 
potential for signification, makes it possible for a composer to perform, that 
is, to bring the imaginary to realisation musically. A composer by similarly 
citing the traditions/forms/musical dimensions that are representational of 
the different races and cultures, is able to (performatively) compose the self 
and a generalised Other, as many 18th and 19th century European composers 
had demonstrated in their works. By playing with these "signifying 
absences that suggest, but never reveal" (Butler, 1990/1999:173), a composer 
is able to hint at something new without being explicit within the frame of a 
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composition, allowing for composers such as Rastam, Fernando and Tan to 
compose their political intervention.1 
How does music identify? 
Thomas Turino (1999), using Charles Peirce's theory of signs, arrived at a 
theory of musical signs. Unlike the Saussurian model of signification, 
Peirce's theory is not confined to the use of language; for he defined the 
concept of sign as "something that stands for something else to someone in 
some way" (as cited in Turino, 1999:222). To identify what the signs are, 
their objects of signification, effect and who the receivers are, Turino 
advocated the need for ethnography; what is understood as a sign in one 
sociocultural context may not be recognised as such in another context. 
These signs circulate within a social environment and may not necessarily 
transfer to another environment. Based on Peirce's model, Turino also 
contends that the musical sign differs from the linguistic sign, stating that 
the power of music to create emotional responses and to realize 
personal and social identities is based in the fact that musical signs 
are typically of the direct, less-mediated type. Music involves signs 
of feeling and experience rather than the types of mediational signs 
that are about something else (1999:224). 
Musical signs are capable of "producing emotional response" (ibid.:235), 
and do not necessarily require the mediation of language; for the musical 
sign has an "emotional and direct energetic effect" (ibid.:233). 
According to Turino, the Peircian symbol is "a sign that is related to its 
object through the use of language" (ibid.:227), and the meanings associated 
with it are "relatively fixed through social agreement" (ibid.:228).2 The 
1 I have left Phoon out in this list because although the work expresses a racial identity, it 
lacks a political edge to it, unlike the works by the other composers. 
2 I shall restrict my discussion here to Turino/Peirce's use of symbol and index. 
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resemble its object and therefore, can be removed from direct connection 
with it. Of Peirce's three sign-object relations3, Turino posited that musical 
signs mainly operate as icons or indices, for they are "signs of identity 
(resemblance, commonality) and direct connections" (ibid.:228). Indices are 
signs that connote experience: upon coming in contact with the index, it 
instantly reminds/recalls an experience that is related to the sign. In contrast 
to symbols, indices are "fluid ... and highly context-dependent" (ibid.:236). 
The index is a sign of experience and emotion; one of the reasons for its 
capacity for affectivity lies in its ability "to condense great quantities and 
varieties of meaning - even contradictory meanings - within a single sign" 
(ibid.:235). Turino labelled it as "semantic snowballing", where an index 
11 continually take[ s] on new layers of meaning while potentially also 
carrying along former associations" (ibid.). Another property of the index is 
that its relations are always grounded in personal experience, where 
"members of social groups will share indices proportional to common 
experiences" (ibid.). They are "signs of social experience". This aspect of the 
index is well understood and used in mass media and advertising, and is the 
underlying concept in the musically "imagined communities" (as Ben 
Anderson's [(1983/1991)] use of the notion). The index is capable of 
"signifying [conjuring up] common experience and identity, beyond small-
scale, face to face groups" (ibid.:236). Even though the effect of the index is 
not guaranteed, it is harnessed for the construction of social identities, 
deployed "in advertising, in mass political rallies and propaganda, and in 
ritual and ceremonies" (ibid.). Here is an example from my personal 
experience. As a primary school student, my classmates and I would sing 
the folksong, Rasa Sayang, in our music classes. This folksong is indexical of 
3 Turino explains the Peirce model in length in his article and list the variety of new 
terminology used. 
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my experience in school growing up in Ipoh, Malaysia. Having lived away 
from Malaysia for several years, this same folksong has now taken on a 
different meaning: whenever I hear it, it instantly conjures up childhood 
memories. The musical sign has just gained another level of signification; as 
an index, it "takes on new layers of meaning while potentially also carrying 
along former associations" (ibid.:235). 
In this thesis I use Turino' s application of Peirce's theory of the sign to 
music as a means to comprehend my case studies. 4 The folksong, Ras a 
Sayang, as used above is indexical of my childhood; however, when the 
folksong is mixed-and-matched with other indices or symbols, there is an 
added layer of meaning. It is possible to have several signs (both symbols 
and indices) at the same time in a composition. This act of synthesising 
various signs in one composition renders the work an appropriate conduit 
for identity that is hybrid and fragmented. In Malaysia and Singapore, 
indices are the product of fixities of cultural practice and tradition to race, 
and symbols are reified mainly by the state and its ideologies. In Malaysia, a 
Malay is expected by social norms to speak Malay, be a Muslim, and, a 
female Malay will wear a baju kurung and sometimes a hijab (or tudung). A 
Chinese or Indian may have similar norms governing their conduct and 
dress, although the religious association is a bit more relaxed, as they may be 
Christian as well. Within this environment, tradition, traditional practices 
and cultural artefacts are also harnessed as racial markers. However, these 
racial markers are used and appear differently in Malaysia and Singapore; 
what is treated as a symbol in Malaysia, may be an index in Singapore. In 
addition, a sign may be both a symbol and an index simultaneously. For 
4 The notion of music having semiotic potentials has also been debated and discussed in 
musicology in relation to the music of the Classical, Romantic and modernism. See Hatten 
1994, Monelle 2000, Micznik 2001, Samuels 1994 and1995. 
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example, the gamelan was traditionally used at harvest times in the villages 
(kampung) in accompaniment of Mak Yong (dance drama) and wayang kulit 
(shadow puppet play), and in the Kelantan royal court to accompany joget 
gamelan. In contemporary Malaysia, the gamelan, wayang kulit, and Mak Yong 
have been heavily promoted in government institutions (such as the 
Akademi Seni Kebangsaan (the National Arts Academy) and the Petronas 
Performing Arts Group as an attempt to revitalise Malay cultural practices 
and arts. Thus, it is not surprising that the gamelan is recognised as 
signifying, in fact symbolising, Malay and Malayness in this politicised 
context. The process of nation-building and Malayisation (of promoting 
Malay culture) has elevated the musical instrument of the villages and royal 
courts of the past to the status of a symbol, symbolising contemporary 
Malay and Malayness. However, for one who is familiar with its previous 
role in the villages or the royal courts, the same sign is indexical of, that is, 
evoking the experience of being in the villages or royal courts. 
Similarly, the English language is a symbol (reified sign) of England/the 
West, and is indexical (evoking the experience) of colonialism, the middle-
class and globalisation (Mandal, 2000). In Singapore, the gamelan is not a 
symbol of Malay and Malayness, but it is indexical of the Malays; for it is the 
musical instrument/ensemble that is associated with Malay villages in pre-
colonial times. However, the Chinese orchestra is symbolic of Chinese and, 
at the same time, indexical of modernised China (as it is associated with the 
May 4th movement in China earlier in the 20th century). Other signs that are 
employed in the case studies, namely Western musical instruments, 
polyphony, harmonies and so on, are indices for 'the West'. For example, the 
trumpet, clarinet and flute used in Tan's A White Crescent and Five White Stars 
are indexical of the West because of its association with the Western 
orchestra, while polyphony as used in Rastam' s Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya is 
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indexical of the Renaissance church and is therefore, also associated with 
sombreness and reverence. Armed with these symbols and indices, 
composers are able to compose any new identity into being, and negotiate 
with old identities by dissembling the symbols and indices. For example, 
Fernando, by 'citing' the Malay symbol, the gamelan in her composition, is 
able to perf arm her belonging as a Malaysian and part of the Malaysian social 
landscape. (See Chapter 5) 
So far I have discussed what is possible within the work (the artefact) of 
the music, that is, what a composer can draw on and how these materials 
may be used in the composition of identity. The question how these codes, 
musical signs, are communicated still remains. A message is dead unless it is 
communicated, and a communication unsuccessful unless it is received and 
understood (Eco, 1976). An artefact, the work, remains voiceless, and 
therefore meaningless, unless it is given voice through performance. For 
music is not only an artefact, a work, but also a process. In current 
scholarship, there is a clear distinction between a work and its performance. 
Nicholas Cook (2001b) attempts to reconcile this distinction by conceiving 
music as both work and process/performance. He maintains that music's 
potential to create meaning lies, not in the logos of the work itself, but in the 
interaction between composer, performer and audience during its 
performance. He uses Roland Barthes' (1977) concept of the "death of the 
author" to support his argument. Barthes wrote that a text may be read 
"without the inscription of the Father [author]" (1977:161), and it requires 
the collaboration of its reader to complete it, rather than merely to "giv[ e] it 
expression" (ibid.:163). Put in this way, the notated score/work is only one 
aspect of music and music-making. Cook suggests that we "shift from seeing 
performance as the reproduction of texts to seeing it [as] a cultural practice 
prompted by scripts" (2001a:9), and requiring the collaboration of performer 
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·and audience with the composer in constructing meaning from any 
particular composition. Their role in this construction is as important as that 
of the composer, for he asserts that "meaning is emergent" and that it is 
"created through the act of performance" (2001b:179). It is during the 
moment of performance, 
through the interaction of music and interpreter, text and context, 
that meaning is constructed, as a result of which the meaning 
attributed to any given material trace will vary according to the 
circumstances of its reception (ibid.:180). 
Working like a script of a play in theatre, the work/text is the basis of a 
performance. As a 'script', the work 
choreograph[s] a series of real-time, social interactions between 
players: a series of mutual acts of listening and communal gestures 
that enact a particular vision of human society, the communication 
of which to the audience is one of the special characteristics 
of ... music (ibid.:15). 
The work conceived as a script takes on the role of a set of performance 
directions, upon which the performers and audience collaborate to perform 
meaning together. Cook proffers that each instantiation of these scripts 
(notated score/work) should be placed on a horizontal plane with the script, 
thereby, locating each performance as coterminous with the work/script. In 
other words, the performance is not subsidiary to the work but holds as 
much importance and authority as the work. Hence, "to understand music 
as performance means to see it as an irred~cibly social phenomenon" (Cook, 
2001a:14). For this reason, it is imperative to note that each performance of a 
piece of music or drama is different, even though the text/script and the 
performers are the same, as the audience it is performed to may not be. In 
this situation, the signs that were considered obvious in one performance 
may be obfuscated in another, rendering these signs powerless to 
communicate. 
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Simon Frith (1996) concurs with this notion of music and performance. 
Drawing on the two concepts of music as performance and identity as 
process, he asserts, "our experience - of music making and music listening -
is best understood as an experience of this self-in-process" (1996:109). He 
went on to state that identity as a process, "an experiential process ... is most 
vividly grasped as music" (ibid.:110). He argued that social groups 
only get to know themselves as groups (as a particular organization 
of individual and social interests, of sameness and difference) 
through cultural activity, through aesthetic judgement (ibid.: 111 ). 
It is through the process of making and appreciating music together that 
collectivity is established. The same is demonstrated in Bohlman' s study on 
the Yekke (the German-speaking Jews in Israel) chamber music groups 
(1991), where difference vis-a-vis the non-German-speaking Jews in Israel is 
performatively constructed by the performance of music from the western 
art music tradition in virtuosity and passion. With that, Frith is able to 
proffer that music is the perfect metaphor for identity: as identity is 
"produced in performance" (1996:111). Anne-Marie Fortier's (1999) notion of 
performing an ethnic belonging agrees with Frith. She argues that Butler's 
theory of performativity is not only relevant to gender identities, but also to 
group identity, particularly ethnic identity. Butler's "' citational' nature of 
identity" (Bell, 1999:3) has been adopted and adapted to inform the process 
of ethnic identification, in that "the performativity of belonging 'cites' the 
norms that constitute or make present the 'community' or group as such" 
(ibid.). Using as example the annual procession in honour of Our Lady of 
Mount Carmel at St. Peter's in London, Fortier demonstrates that this 
procession is performative of Italian identity within Britain's multiculturalist 
discourse. She argues that these commemorations and rituals are 
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constitutive of the process of performative constructions of communal and 
individual identities, that is: 
the shared performance patterns of behaviour not only produces a 
communal appreciation of belonging, but it simultaneously 
produces particular kinds of subjects which cannot be dissociated 
from the collective project (Fortier, 1999:48). 
Thus, by 'citing' or performing particular "patterns of behaviour" that 
belong to a group, it is possible to performatively create one's belonging to 
that group. 
I would like to take this notion a little further and introduce Victor 
Turner's (1982) use of the concept of performance in anthropology. Turner 
conceives of performance as essential to the anthropology of experience. He 
wrote: 
[E]very type of cultural performance, including ritual, ceremony, 
carnival, theatre, and poetry, is explanation and explication of life 
itself ... Through the performance process itself, what is normally 
sealed up, inaccessible to everyday observation and reasoning, in 
the depth of sociocultural life, is drawn forth (Turner, 1982:13). 
In performance studies, the notion of performance is clearly more than a 
mere performance-of a work. Performance may serve as a 'rite of passage', 
as a "transition between two states of more settled or more conventional 
cultural activity" (Carlson, 1996:20). Thus, functioning as a site of 
negotiation, it also draws attention to its liminality (Turner, 1982), where 
conventional structures may be challenged. Within this framing, 'play' is 
permitted as suspended from the rules and conventions of social reality that 
may confine it. Just as with Bakhtin's (1981) concept of the carnival, where 
performance becomes the "open testing ground for new social and cultural 
structures" (Carlson, 1996:28). Turner wrote: 
Just as when tribesmen make masks, disguise themselves as 
monsters, heap up disparate ritual symbols, invert or parody 
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profane reality in myths and folk-tales, so do the genres of 
industrial leisure, the theatre, poetry, novel, ballet, film, rock 
music, classical music, art, pop art, etc., play with the factors of 
culture, sometimes assembling them in random, grotesque, 
improbable, surpnsmg, shocking, usually experimental 
combinations. But they do this in a much more complicated way 
than in the liminality of tribal initiations, multiplying specialized 
genres of artistic and popular entertainments, mass culture, pop 
culture, folk culture, high culture, counterculture, underground 
culture, etc., as against the relatively limited symbolic genres of 
"tribal" society, and within each allowing lavish scope to authors, 
poets, dramatists, painters, sculptors, composers, musicians, actors, 
comedians, folksingers, rock musicians, "makers" generally, to 
generate not only weird forms, but also, and not infrequently, 
models, direct and parabolic or Aesopian, that are highly critical of 
the status quo as a whole or-in part. (Turner, 1982:40) 
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This understanding of performance allows for the 'play' of signs, 
involving symbols that, as Turner suggests, are crucial against the inertia of 
social change. These symbols "shed and gather meaning over time", and 
also "alter in form" (ibid.:22). Conflating Turner's concept of performance 
with Cook's and Frith' s on music performance, it is possible to understand 
music as a cultural performance is also an "explanation and explication of 
life itself" (Turner, 1982:13) and that during this process permits the 
'voicing' and 'play' of the tabooed, unspeakable and disallowed. 
Performance provides a framing within which multitude possibilities are 
permitted and made plausible. It is suspended from the everyday reality, 
and framed within the concert hall and the duration of a performance, 
anything is possible. In semi-authoritarian nations such as Malaysia and 
Singapore, where issues of race are not permitted an airing in the public 
arena, the suspension of time and space permits the subversion of 
conventions, rules and even the law. Malaysia's Instant Cafe Theatre 
Company is a case in point. This theatre company was formed in 1989 to 
provide an avenue for alternative viewpoints and entertainment. 
(www.artseefartsee.com/instantcafe/index2.shtml; accessed 8/4/06) Its 
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specialisation is in political satire and has been incredibly critical of local 
ministers in their plays and skits, albeit couched within a framework of 
comedy (Lo, 2004). Despite strict legislations such as the Internal Security 
Act and Sedition Act, which is the state's weapon against civil unrest and 
uprisings, Instant Cafe have remained in business since 1989. However, it is 
important to note that this performance is context specific; for it is pre-
eminent that those involved (playwright, performer and audience) in this 
performance are aware of the everyday issues in order to participate in 
apprehending meaning, and hence, in performing it. 
Thus within music performance, the same 'play' of symbols and indices 
are apparent. Within the confines of the performance issues of race can be 
raised and negotiated, explicated and performed (as in the Butlerian concept 
of performativity). By this I mean to say, due to music's "partability" 
(Roseman, 2000), composers are able to assemble and dissemble these parts 
in their compositions, and in its capacity for "semiotic potentials" (Turino, 
1999), music (both notated score/text and its performance) becomes an 
appropriate conduit for the communication of meaning by 'citing' 
parts/musical dimensions that are symbolic or indexical of extramusical 
objects. Thus, music (its composition/work and performance) is deployed as 
a site for the negotiation of (old) identities and performative constructions of 
new subjectivities/collectivities. Within the musical site, it is possible for 
Rastam to critique Malayness and to raise possibilities of what a new Malay 
can be; for Fernando to provide her "ten cents' worth" on the definition of 
Malaysia's new national identity, 'Bangsa Malaysia'; Phoon to express his 
longing for the imaginary homeland of cultural China; and Tan to resist a 
Sinocentric Singapore national identity and to performatively create a 
East/West hybrid one. 
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In summary, the recent concepts of identity as process, fragmented, 
hybrid and in-flux, and Butler's notion of performativity have demanded a 
re-examination of the relation between music and identity. Stokes's (1994) 
volume has suggested the impossibility of music as authentic, and 
recognised it as a constructed and reified marker of socio-cultural groups. I 
have attempted in the last few pages to explicate this relation further, 
especially when we recognise that identity is performative as well. This is to 
say, subjectivity is not primary and not already there; it is more like self-in-
the-process-of-making, rather than self as Being. To understand the 
formation of group identity, Frith argues that the performance of music is 
"an experience of this self-in-process" (1996:109). I take this notion a little 
further to suggest that music, in the act of composing, is self-in-the-process-of-
making; for the act of composing is equally performative. In the paragraphs 
above, I have mentioned music's capacity for 'partability' that has allowed it 
to be segmented into its various dimensions, and re-deployed ('cited') in 
various means and ways during the act of composition; music's 'portability' 
that has permitted it to travel with transnational movements; and music's 
potential to signify has served well in the creation of identity. I shall 
elaborate on these properties as they are being used in the 
compositions/works in the following sections. However, it is imperative this 
music is given voice through performance, for it is through performance (its 
re-citation and repetition) that identity is produced by the collaborative 
efforts of the performer/s and audience premised on the script/work of the 
composer. Music is conceived not merely as a performance-of a work, but 
more like a ritual, where the participants congregate to make meaning 
together. Performance conceived as ritual is also suspended from the 
everyday, and hence, allows for a range of imagined possibilities to take 
place: for composers and performers and audience to realise the imagined 
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together, free from conventions and regulations. This is the process by which 
new identities are composed collectively during performance. 
INTERCULTURAL MUSIC 
In the next few pages, I shall focus on the mechanics of the negotiations and 
constructions carried out in the composition/work. In other words, I shall 
discuss how the work sites these negotiations and new constructions, with 
the understanding that these negotiations and constructions are apparent 
until and unless given voice in a performance. I shall locate these works in 
intercultural music, a hybrid form/genre of the 20th century. Cynthia Tse 
Kimberlin and Akin Euba define intercultural music as follows: 
"intercultural music is that in which elements from two or more cultures are 
integrated" (1995:2). Drawing from my readings in intercultural theatre 
(Pavis, 1996; Lo and Gilbert, 2002), I suggest that intercultural music is a 
"hybrid form drawing upon a more or less conscious and voluntary mixing 
of performance traditions traceable to distinct cultural areas" (Pavis, 1996:8), 
and is "primarily a Western-based tradition with a lineage in modernist 
experimentation" (Lo and Gilbert, 2002:36). With reference to music 
specifically, Yayoi Uno Everett (2004a) theorises based on Margaret 
Kartomi's (1994) conceptualisation of cultural contact, that the cross-
fertilisation in art music during the 20th century is a type of transculturation, 
a process marked by the convergence of cultural elements which may lead to 
the loss or alterations of existing cultural practices. Everett went on to state 
that the impact of non-Western culture on Western nations goes hand in 
hand with the process of westernisation and modernisation on the practice 
of music making in these non-Western cultures. In the former scenario, it has 
produced "new modes of aesthetic consciousness and expansion of topics 
and genres in art music" (2004:1). We think of 20th century Western 
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composers such as Henry Cowell, Harry Partch, Lou Harrison, Colin 
McPhee and John Cage. In the latter scenario, the influx of modern and 
Western ideologies and practices have "profoundly altered the pragmatic 
and aesthetic domains of music making (e.g., the concept of musical 
authorship)" (ibid.:1-2) in these non-Western societies. This is certainly true 
for Malaysia and Singapore. As I shall discuss in length in Chapter 3, the art 
and practice of western art music has now been widely adopted in both 
these societies, especially in the urban areas. It is well reflected in the 
number of both public and private pedagogical institutions for the piano 
and violin mainly, the number of students who are examined by the 
Associated Board of Royal Schools of Music in London, 5 and the national 
orchestras instated. The number of individual composers has also 
mushroomed especially, in the last two decades, and they have now 
appropriated the art of composition/musical authorship, firstly, for 
nationalism and nation-building, and secondly, for self expression. 
Many composers from former colonies and many parts of Asia were 
seeking to experiment with cross-culturalism, blending non-Western 
philosophies and musical elements with their Western counterparts (Ryker, 
1991; Everett and Lau, 2004). To name a few, from East Asia: Chou Wen-
chung (China but resides in the U.S.), Tan Dun, Chen Yi and Zhou Long (a 
younger generation of China-born composers who currently reside in the 
West), Yun Isang (Korea but had emigrated to Germany), Kang Suh-ki 
(Korea), Toru Takernitsu, Tashiro Mayuzurni, and Joji Yuasa (Japan); from 
Southeast Asia: Chinary Ung (from Vietnam originally, but has since 
emigrated to the U.S.), Jose Maceda (Philippines), Amir Pasaribu 
5 See the official website for the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music 
www.abrsm.org for more information. 
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(Indonesia), Leong Yoon Pin (Singapore), Valerie Ross (Malaysia), and from 
other parts of the world: Akin Euba (Nigeria), Carnal Abdel-Rahim (Egypt) 
and so on. While most have sought to indigenise art music by assimilating 
Western tonality, orchestration and techniques with local folksongs, 
narratives and texts (for example, Leong Yoon Pin, Chan Cheong Jan, Carnal 
Abdel-Rahim and many others) others have experimented with the use of 
philosophy to facilitate a more probable method of assimilation. Chou's 
earlier works evinces his aim to merge the pentatonic scale with 
chromaticism, which led him to develop a compositional system based on 
the I-Ching. His development of "pien modes" used in his compositions has 
been written about extensively. (See Lai, 2004; Chang, 1995; Huang, 1991; 
Feliciano, 1983) Yun also based his compositions on methods and techniques 
derived from the Taoist philosopher, Laozi' s Tao-teching. He has developed 
his own concept of the single tone that syncretises both Korean/ Asian 
traditions and philosophies with Western traditions and ideas (see Kim, 
2004; Choi, 1992; Felicano, 1983). Yet others such as Takemitsu and Maceda 
have juxtaposed various musical instruments (from different traditions) to 
play alongside each other; Takemitsu's November Steps attempted to combine 
the shakuhachi and biwa with the Western orchestra, and Maceda's smaller 
chamber works use a combination of Philippine and Western instruments 
(see Chan, 2000; Tenzer, 2003). 
These non-Western composers have inscribed difference (whether in the 
ethnic and cultural background they originate from, or the difference in 
timbres and sounds their compositions have wrought) onto the ontology of 
western art music tradition. They have "take[n] the voyage in" (Said, 
1993:288), and have demanded by their sheer presence to be reckoned with. 
They have asserted a presence that serves as an /1 entry into the discursive 
framework of cultural dominance" (Ashcroft, 2001:19) of the Western 
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tradition (see also Ashcroft, et.al 1989/2002; Parry, 1994; Shohat, 1995 and 
Slemon, 1994). In some cases, the 18th and 191h century stereotypes once 
deployed to represent the differentiated Otherness of the non-Western 
world are now re-deployed by the non-Westerners to represent themselves 
(Chapman, 1994; Tan, Bernard, 1984). In other cases, the 201h century 
experimentalism - the space which once permitted Western composers to 
explore the "terra incognito" (Corbett, 2000) of the non-Western Other - is 
now subverted and appropriated by these non-Western composers as a 
mean by which they can negotiate cultural hybridity. The western art music 
tradition and its scholars are now obliged to deal with its pluralism and 
difference, and several have taken up the challenge. This is the context in 
which I want to place and position my case studies; that is, Saidah Rastam, 
Sunetra Fernando, Phoon Yew Tien and Philip Tan are part of the non-
Western appropriation of the western art music tradition and art of 
composition for the purpose of self-expression to represent themselves and 
their agency within their respective sociopolitical context; hence, its label: 
intercultural music, a genre of music which draws together elements from 
two or more cultures in the space of the musical composition. 
Just as Lo and Gilbert (2002) found Pavis' s theorisation of intercultural 
theatre inadequate in dealing with the sociopolitical and historical relations 
that contextualise such exchanges, I find the same with Everett's theorisation 
of intercultural music; her examination of this genre of music divorces music 
from its sociopolitical environment. Born and Hesmondhalgh, in their 
introduction to Western Music and its Others: Difference, Representation, and 
Appropriation in Music (2000), similarly argued for the relevancy of 
postcolonial theories in the analysis of musical cross-culturalism in general. 
In order to avoid simplistic reductions of an Other in a cross-cultural 
context, Born and Hesmondhalgh assert that "to examine musical borrowing 
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and appropriation is necessarily to consider the relations between culture, 
power, ethnicity, and class" (2000:3). For they argue that postcolonial theory 
"refuses to treat culture as an autonomous and politically innocent domain 
of social life" (ibid.:5); in fact, it is within and through means of cultural 
representation and analysed as discursively produced that power structures 
are elucidated. Corbett's contribution in their book will make a good 
example here (Corbett, 2000:163-186). He raises questions concerning the 
American experimentalism and its Asian legacy, 6 and problematises the 
relations between the American avant-gardists and their non-Western 
appropriations. He claims that "American experimentalists have consistently 
defined the Oriental as a generalized set of potential "new musical 
resources" (2000:168). Henry Cowell's earlier works are reflective of an 
"oblique use of non-Western musics" (ibid.) as "inspiration and catalyst" 'as 
opposed to using them for their exotic value. Corbett points out the musical 
references and particular performance instructions in Cowell' s music that 
are clearly abstractions of 'Asian' music and practices (which Cowell never 
specified its precise origin). Cowell developed new performance techniques 
and approaches to the piano by drawing on these sources. Corbett posits 
that by doing so, non-Western musical traditions and practices "provide a 
mirror that allows Western music to reconsider itself" (ibid.:169). This 
precedent provided Cage a method for his experimentalism with non-
Western sound and philosophy, which Corbett terms as "conceptual 
Orientalism". He defines this as an "altered version of Orientalism, an 
Orientalism based not on the acquisition of new sonic objects but concerned 
with posing unanswerable or indefinite musical questions" (ibid.:170). This 
concept allowed Cage to experiment with various systems that are 
6 Everett (2004a) did mention this in her chapter but did not go into details. 
}: 50 
"conceptually and processually indebted to a non-Western inspiration" 
(ibid.:171). Corbett argues that this oblique form of Orientalism is the 
platform on which Cage's status as United States' foremost experimental 
composer is established. This accolade is foregrounded on the acceptance of 
the separation of politics and the "scientific connotation of experimentation" 
(ibid.), which allows for the evasion of questions concerning the ideology 
that produced it. In essence, what may seem innocent, such as Cage's 
embrace and subsequent used of the I-Ching, is revealing of the 
asymmetrical power structures when contextualised in historical relations. 
Cage has many followers, not only in the West, but also in many parts of 
Asia. His brand of experimentalism has been widely adopted by Asian 
composers such as Takemitsu, Ge Gan-ru, Tan Dun and many more. Their 
compositions are more reflective of the Western lineage (linking with 2Q1h 
century composers such as Feldman and 191h century ones as Debussy and 
Boulez) than of their indigenous traditions. This serves to drive home the 
fact that Western art music still dominates the high cultural landscape of 
Asia. In the West, their identification (label) as 'Asian' composers is 
regarded as authentic representatives of these cultural resources and 
therefore, above question. Similarly with their work, the identification of 
which as 'Asian' compositions is beyond critique. In the East, they are highly 
regarded and their compositions are seen as "artifact of the bizarre West" 
(ibid.:180). However, by ignoring the issue of the East-West power relations 
here, works by Asian composers such as Tan Dun are used to "confirm and 
uphold contemporary forms of Orientalism, legitimising the prevalent "East 
meets West" mentality" (ibid.:179). Despite the subtle subversion at play by 
the neo-Orientalists (and other non-Western composers), this type of 
hybridity merely embraces differences without questioning the binarism of 
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East-and-West and the centrality of Western art music and its tradition in 
non-Western cultures. 
As Born and Hesmondhalgh have suggested, to expose these sometimes 
subtle power relations, we need to tum to postcolonial scholarship (2000). 
Postcolonial theory provides two models to understand the process involved 
in the convergence of cultures: based on Mikhail Bakhtin' s model of 
linguistic hybridity (1991), Robert Young (1995) has distinguished between 
organic and intentional hybridity. Organic hybridity is exemplified by 
creolisation and metissage, and refers to the fusion of two or more cultures 
to merge in a new practice. It is not conscious of contestations and serves as 
a stabilising factor. Lo and Gilbert added to this by stating that in organic 
hybridity, "agency inheres in cosmopolitanism, the ability to cross between 
cultures and to master their hybrid forms" (2002:45). This "happy hybridity" 
(Lo, 2000) model of cultural convergence is exemplified in world popular 
music, namely fusion forms of music such as bhangra (Baumann, 1996), Third 
Stream (fusion of jazz and western art music elements) (Schuller, 2001), 
symphonic jazz and jazz-rock. This type of hybridity celebrates difference 
and seeks to merge two or more diverging forms into one stabilising new 
unit. However, this form of hybridity serves to flatten out unevenness of 
relations and contestations across ethnicities, race and class; for as Jacqueline 
Lo wrote, the "happy hybridity" forms "masks and perpetuates structural 
inequities" (2000:153). Thus, as Corbett has demonstrated, 2Qth century 
intercultural music is not relieved of the imbrications of power. In order to 
reveal these "structural inequities", we need to conceive of intercultural 
music differently. 
The other form of hybridity, intentional hybridity, is opposed to the first. 
This second form in Bakhtin' s model is concerned with contestation and its 
politicisation, where hybridity is recognised as "division and separation" 
(Young, 1995:21). It is inevitably internally dialogic where two worldviews 
are set against each other, rather than merging into one (Young, 1995:21), 
and focuses on the "process of negotiation between [these] different 
practices and points of view" (Lo and Gilbert, 2002:45). This process of 
negotiation pinpoints the "areas of conflict" (Lo and Gilbert, 2002:45). 
According to Young, these two forms of hybridity can operate 
simultaneously in a dialectic of cultural interaction where 
an organic hybridity, which will tend towards fusion, [will] conflict 
with intentional hybridity, which enables a contestatory activity, 
[in] a politicised setting of cultural difference against each other 
dial ogicall y (Young, 199 5 :22). 
Applying to theatre practice, Lo wrote that this form of hybridity is both 
a "textual effect - that is, a form of aesthetic praxis which works by internal 
dialogisation - and a reading strategy informed by a self-reflexive 
doubleness" (2000:161). She argued that hybridity as a reading strategy 
would be attentive to the "internal dialogising" (ibid.:163) within the 
performance or production, which permits it to engage with the 
"asymmetries and discrepancies of power in race, gender and class" (ibid.). 
This is what I propose to do with my case studies, that is, to apply a reading 
strategy that is attentive to the internal dialogism within the musical text: by 
treating the musical instruments and elements as cultural markers, I 
examine the ways in which these markers are syncretised and re-presented 
in juxtaposition and contestation within the space of the musical text, the 
composition. By doing so, it enables me to read the composers' s intervention 
in the racially- and politically-wrought habitus they are part of. 
MUSICAL DIALOGISM AND THE PLAY OF SIGNS 
As a reading strategy, I shall apply Bakhtin' s concept of heteroglossia and its 
internal dialogism to my case studies.7 My application of Bakhtin's linguistic 
model to music assumes the communicability of music and aligns this study 
with the "referentialists", who according to Feld and Fox (1994) "hold that 
music symbolizes extramusical (i.e. linguistically translatable) concepts, 
objects, or affects, implying the possibility of a musical semantics" (1994:28). 
I am aware of the pitfalls of an application of a linguistic model to music 
analysis; as Feld and Fox point out, such an application has been criticised 
for decontextualising of the musical code and for its bias toward the 
"hierarchical, architectonic, and metrically regular art music traditions of 
Western Europe" (ibid.:29-30). My analysis is informed by these criticisms 
and have attempted to address them by, firstly, re-situating the musical 
signifiers within its socio-cultural context and approaching them from the 
perspectives of the context in which it is produced. I believe I have discussed 
that sufficiently in the previous paragraphs. Secondly, although my analysis 
is "score-centric" (ibid.) and "macro-syntactic (melody, rhythm, tonality, 
mode)", it is not limited to these two elements. Where possible I have drawn 
on a performance of the piece or from the recording provided to me by the 
composers to inform my analysis and further reading. I have also not limited 
the parameters of the analysis to merely melody, rhythm, tonality and mode, 
but have expanded it to include instrumentation and timbre, pitch, texture, 
changes and emergence, and dynamics. My analysis is also informed by 
other sources of information, such as reviews or analyses (by others) of other 
works of the same composer (particularly in Phoon's case). 
7 Kevin Korsyn has previously applied Bakhtin's dialogism to music to explicate the notion 
of intertextuality in music. See Korsyn, 1999. 
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Returning to the discussion on Bakhtin, heteroglossia is defined as "the 
base condition governing the operation of meaning in any utterance" 
(Bakhtin, 1981:428). It describes the "complex stratification of language into 
genre, register, sociolect [and] dialect" (White, 1984:124), and more 
pertinently, it also recognises the ways in which these forms may 
"mutual[ly] interanimat[e]" (ibid.), or in other words, the locus "where 
centripetal and centrifugal forces [social, historical, meteorological and 
physiological] collide" (Bakhtin, 1981:428). This interanimation and collision 
is what dialogism is about. Bakhtin' s concept of the novel defines the genre 
as heteroglossic; he argues that it is an artistically organised system for the 
assemblage of many different "social voices and a wide variety of their links 
and interrelationships" (1981:263). In other words, heteroglossia is "a 
plurality of relations, not just a cacophony of different voices" (Holquist, 
1990:89). For unlike the organic hybridity, the novel is an "intentional and 
conscious hybrid" that allow for the "collision between differing points of 
views on the world" (Bakhitn, 1981:360). It is always 
double-languaged ... [T]here are two socio-linguistic 
consciousnesses, two epochs, that, true, are not here unconsciously 
mixed (as in an organic hybrid), but that come together and 
consciously fight it out on the territory of the utterance (ibid.). 
I would like to read my case studies as heteroglossic. Heteroglossic 
strategy is necessarily a discursive strategy, where "the 'events' of the story 
are carriers of narrative meanings ... [and] the discursive strategies in 
themselves produce levels of meaning" (Micznik, 2001:219). Unlike strict 
stylistic analyses, a discursive analysis that examines the context in which an 
'event' emerges from, how it is embedded, spliced, juxtaposed, interposed, 
and so on, will provide new insight into the music (ibid.). Just as Micznik 
had applied this strategy to Mahler's Symphony no. 9 (2001), I have applied 
the same to my case studies. I have treated melodic themes and motivic 
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patterns, and rhythmic patterns as syntagms or 'events'; I e~amine the ways 
in which these syntagrns appear in the music, the context in which they 
appear, which instruments enunciate them and how they are enunciated, 
and how one syntagm may interact with another. 
Using a discursive strategy allows me to treat the various instruments 
used in the case studies/compositions as 'voices', and therefore, the 
composition as a locus of a matrix of forces, that is, sites in which a variety of 
sociomusics (as represented by the 'voices') converge and are not mixed but 
are allowed to "fight it out". The multivocal assemblage of the music 
composition is artistically organised to highlight the contestations between 
voices, and the collisions of these 'differing worldviews'. Such an 
assemblage is necessarily disjunctive and (sometimes) discordant, replete 
with unresolved frictions and tension, and a hybrid of several types and 
genres. In this sense, such compositions are not unlike the modernist 
aesthetics of the 20th century as applied in intercultural music. The latter is 
premised on sound experimentation, allowing for a mixing of a variety of 
styles, types and concepts. This process of synthesis opens the way for a 
variety of outcomes imagined, which in tum is most fitting as a site for 
performative acts. Thus, this genre of composition is the most appropriate 
conduit within which composers can realise the imagined and by doing so 
performatively construct the impossible. For as White (1984) wrote, 
Bakhtin's notion of heterogeneity is "positive, productive and enriching" 
(1984:128). 
As with the heteroglossic novel, meaning is always context specific; for 
Bakhtin wrote that 
At any given time, in any given place, there will be a set of 
conditions - social, historical, meteorological, physiological - that 
will insure that a word uttered in that place and at that time will 
have a meaning different than it would have under any other 
conditions (ibid.). 
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This concept also ties in very well with the concept of performance raised 
earlier: meaning produced during a performance/utterance is always context 
specific, and awaits an audience to interpret it. For Bakhtin' s dialogism is 
instilled with a "reader-oriented self-consciousness" (White, 1984:128). 
White continues: 
Every utterance is for or to someone, even if s/he is not actually 
present, and the dialogic anticipation of response is always already 
inscribed in language as it is spoken (ibid.). 
Translating this concept to music, we recognise the importance of 
performance. Just as Cook pointed out, a performance of a work should be 
on par with the script/notated score/text of the work itself. As White 
explains further, a different audience will elicit different inflections or 
nuances from the performer. Therefore, meaning produced may vary with 
each performance. 
Having established heteroglossia as a reading strategy, I shall now turn 
to applying Bakhtin' s dialogism to music, and particularly to my case 
studies. Bakhtin' s comic novel is characterised by a multiple of 'languages' 
and "socio-ideological belief systems" (1984:311). He wrote that the ways in 
which the 'languages' and belief systems are used in the comic novel 
"unmask[ ... ] and destroy[ ... ]" these languages and belief systems, 
projecting them as "something false, hypocritical" and so on. Such 
parodic stylizations ... verge[ ... ] on rejection of any straightforward 
and unmediated seriousness - it itself is limited to a principled 
criticism of the word as such (ibid.:312; italics original). 
In music, such parodic stylisations can have the same effect of unmasking 
and destroying, and thus, come across as criticisms of the symbol or index, 
or how these signs signify, or the objects they signify. Everett (2004a) in her 
discussion on the ways in which various cultural elements come together in 
a composition, has listed seven strategies for integrating multi-musical 
resources into three categories: transference, syncretism and synthesis. She 
explains transference as the appropriation of cultural resources into a 
predominantly Western musical framework, such as quotations of 
extramusical elements, use of non-Western aesthetic approaches or formal 
systems, evoking "through Western approximations" (ibid.:17) and quoting 
or paraphrasing in the form of a montage. Synthesis, on the other hand, is 
explained as the transformation of non-Western "musical systems and sonic 
characteristics into a distinctive Western idol" (ibid.:19). I am interested 
primarily in the second category, syncretism. She refers to this procedural 
integration of non-Western and Western sources within the space of the 
composition, which may include the transplantation of "specific timbral or 
scalar attributes of the [non-Western] culture onto the Western 
counterparts" (2004a:18) and the juxtaposition of musical instruments and 
tuning systems, capitalising on the tension this produces. She gave the 
example of Isang Yun's introduction (in Piri, 1971) of pitch bending and 
buzzing sounds that are common in the Korean reed instrument, piri, into 
performance techniques for the Western oboe. Her theorisation on the 
strategies for intercultural music stops short of explicating the process in 
which these strategies are put in practice. Asking questions such as what is 
being transplanted (source material), and where it is being transplanted to 
(the target) and how it is changed as a result (the process of syncretism and 
hybridity) may reveal the composer's intent. For certainly there must be 
reasons for the particular choices made. These questions may also help 
elucidate the composer's agency and his/her own intervention. For example, 
the different context into which this source material is introduced may or 
may not be deemed 'appropriate', and may come across as a parody of sorts, 
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and parody may be construed as a form of political critique (Lloyd, 1999). 
Everett (2004b) wrote in another article that a 
parody sets up a structural framework that marks difference by 
appropriating the background model or referent; parody acquires a 
marked ethos ... when accompanied by signals that 
transcontextualize and invert or negate the topical or expressive 
meaning associated with a backgrounded referent (Everett, 
2004b:22; italics original). 
Depending on the 'appropriateness' of the expected background or 
context in which the element is transplanted to, and the difference between 
this previous background and its new context, a parody is set up. Rastam's 
use of the onomatopoeic "tak tun" to imitate drums in a gamelan ensemble, 
is a parody due to the difference and seemingly inappropriateness of the 
context it has been transplanted to. Its sudden appearance in an 
unaccompanied Western-style vocal ensemble is an unexpected mismatch of 
material to context, thus producing a parody. In this case, it is both a parody 
of the local drums, but also a play on the baritone's ability to imitate a drum. 
Everett continues in the same article that a satiric ethos is similarly 
established 
through exaggeration and distortion, emanated contradiction in 
topical or expressive meaning, yet achieves closure by privileging 
one end of the contradiction (ibid.). 
Using Rastam's Lapangan again, her use of repetitions and purposeful 
rolling of the 'r's in the Malay text is a satire of the language itself, and the 
language being a symbol of the Malays, is then by extension a satire of the 
Malays themselves. The specific instructions in the sketch of the work calling 
for an excessive exaggeration of the 'r's and its distortion of the words 
through the fragmentation of the sung text and their repetitions are clear 
examples of Everett's definition of a satire. By presenting the Malay symbols 
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in a parody and satire, it is plausible to read Rastam as critiquing the 
symbols themselves and their object of signification. 
Similarly, in her discussion of the juxtaposition of musical instruments 
and tuning systems as a strategy for the mixing of different cultural 
elements in the one composition, Everett did not elaborate on the process of 
this mix and how it may be read as the composer's intervention as 
intentional hybridity would have. In her discussion of works by Alan 
Hovhaness, Lou Harrison, Tom Takemitsu and other avant-garde 
composers, she observes that the 
borrowed cultural elements are frequently placed in some kind of 
opposition to the primary musical texture in such a way that 
produces tension through juxtaposition. (Everett, 2004a:18) 
Dialogism recognises that the tension produced by this kind of 
juxtaposition is not a problem. In fact, it is the intention of intentional 
hybridity for this tension to arise, for it demonstrates the clash of 'two 
worldviews', and as Bakhtin puts it, where the "centripetal and centrifugal 
forces collide" (1981:428). According to Michael Holquist (1990), dialogism 
conceives of a world as a "site of constant struggle between the chaos of 
events" (1990:84) and the stratification of language (sociolects and so on). 
Perceived in this light, it is not inappropriate or problematic for tension and 
sonic clashes produced as a result of the juxtaposition of more than one 
musical element, as part of the aesthetic of a composition. In fact, the tension 
and clash bespeak of the impossibility of clean resolutions, and that in any 
cross-cultural environment, differences will always be there. Dialogism 
would investigate the ways in which two oppositions interanimate each 
other, how tension is generated as a result and the implications of the 
composer's agency in this process. 
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Tan's use of the Javanese gamelan, trumpet, clarinet and flute in White 
Crescent is an excellent example of this type of juxtaposition. He has left the 
incongruent tuning systems intact, allowing the two systems to collide in his 
piece. In Lapangan, Rastam juxtaposes various styles and textures in quick 
succession of changes. In the middle of the piece, we hear a performance of a 
human gamelan ensemble juxtaposed against a Palestrina-like polyphony 
which is followed by an abrupt change to a choral-like passage. These quick 
changes of styles and textures engender a sense of fun and parody, as if she 
is not taking things too seriously. Both Tan and Rastam made no attempt to 
resolve the clashes produced by throwing together elements from various 
cultures. According to Bakhtin' s concept of polyglossia, the tension/clash and 
disjunctures may be conduits for the composer's political intervention. 
Bakhtin' s polyglossia is appropriate in conceiving music compositions as 
heteroglot, as it understands and makes room for the stratification of these 
diverse languages (and cultures) into 'high' and 'low' languages (and 
cultures). The interanimation of these languages as purported in this concept 
also focuses on the "conflict engendered when the dominant, centralizing 
and unifying language of a hegemonic group is contested by the 'low' 
language of subordinated classes" (White, 1984:132). The novel "orchestrates 
all of its themes" (ibid.:263), allowing for the "dialogic interaction between 
'high' and 'low' forms of language" (White, 1984:127), and mobilising them 
for negotiations and contentions. These languages (and cultures) "mutually 
animat[e] each other"(Bakhtin, 1981:65). In short, polyglossia "embodies the 
forces of dispersal and differentiation, the reality of actual speech situations, 
their disjunctions and productive heterogeneity" (White, 1984:136). It also 
serves to "relativize the 'host' language and displaces it" and "subverts [the] 
claim [of the 'standard' and the 'norm'] to universalism" (ibid.:127). 
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Similarly with the music composition, I posit that it is possible to read the 
composition as loci of interactions of a variety of sociomusics, and not all of 
them are equal. In Malaysia, the gamelan and nasyid (Islamic chant) will 
have more import than the erhu and a raga, simply because of the 
assymmetric social structure in place. However, when these symbols and 
indices are pulled together in a music composition, and when they are 
'played' against each other (to produce friction and tensions), especially if 
the 'high' symbol/index is displaced or subverted in the process, it is 
possible to read an intention to position one sociomusic against another to 
communicate a specific message. Nonetheless, this type of 'play' has allowed 
Fernando to appropriate, by displacing and syncretising, a Malay symbol, 
the gamelan, to performatively construct a new national identity. On top of 
that, Fernando has also juxtaposed the English language with the Malay 
symbol, a 'low' against a 'high' symbol, and by doing so she has firstly 
created a parody (recalling the 'inappropriate' transcontextualisation 
earlier). Secondly, she has also successfully relativised the Malay hegemon 
and displaced its centrality especially in association with the gamelan and 
the new national identity Fernando is constructing. Similarly with Rastam' s 
use of a Caucasian/Western vocal ensemble to perform in Malay, or the 
gamelan and the composer's Chinese 'body' in Tan's White Crescent. These 
juxtapositions of the 'high' and 'low' have a tendency to subvert and 
displace. 
Bakhtin' s 'double-voicedness' is another concept applicable to music, and 
is defined as "another's speech in another's language" (1981:324). He 
explains it as two speakers speaking at the same time and simultaneously 
expressing two different intentions: "the direct intention of the character 
who is speaking, and the refracted intention of the author" (ibid.). A musical 
example of this phenomenon is Phoon's Nii Wa. In this piece, he has the 
bowed strings section (comprised of the erhu, gaohu, gehu and cello) intone 
out of character. By convention these instruments are best used for their 
lyricism, however, in this piece, Phoon has changed them to play 
rhythmically. Similarly with Fernando's use of the gamelan: in 10-sen, the 
gamelan 'speaks' like a piano. In Lapangan, Rastam has rendered the 
Caucasian vocal ensemble a farce when she has them sing in a language they 
have difficulty in pronouncing. Each of these is an occasion of double-
voicedness; each instrument/ensemble is made to intone or perform out of 
its expected norm, and in so doing, its nature is changed, its object of 
representation is rendered in new light, and what is intoned will always be 
unsettling and at times discordant. 
The case studies in Chapters 4 to 7 will illustrate (and elucidate) the 
process of dialogism expressed above through the discussion of the 
mechanics of the music in its various dimensions. Applying heteroglossia 
and internal dialogism as a reading strategy for these compositions enables 
us to read the process by which the respective composers 'play' (use, 
subvert, distort, fragment) with the musical signs (symbols and indices) in 
their compositions, and by doing so demonstrate their individual agencies in 
negotiating with 'old' identities and constructing new ones. 
This chapter serves to provide a theoretical framework which this thesis 
is based on. It has been argued that the relation between music and identity 
is not a simple relation and this relation should not be taken as a matter of 
fact. However, in order to explicate this relation in the musical work, I have 
borrowed from linguistic theory, Bakhtin' s concept of heteroglossia as a 
reading strategy for intercultural music in particular. Further, to 
comprehend the process of how the relation works in and during the 
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performance of this work, I have borrowed Turner's concept of liminality 
from performance theory. For as I shall demonstrate with the four case 
studies, this relation of music to identity is not only constructed, but also 
performatively constructed (textually as well as in performance) and realised 
in the course of performance. However, before I discuss the case studies, I 
shall digress a little in Chapter 2 and 3. These two chapters serve to provide 
a backdrop for the performance of identity. Chapter 2 will provide the 
historical background to Malaysia and Singapore, narrating a history and 
place that is fraught with issues of race. It seeks to demonstrate the turmoil 
and upheavals brought on by racial politics, and its continuing legacy in the 
present discourse of the nations. Chapter 3 is an ethnographic presentation 
of the musical practice, and the ways in which the State and its policies 
produce the present "art-culture system" (Lee, 2002), from which the four 
composers in question emerge. 
Chapter2 
Race and the racialisation of culture: Malaysia and 
Singapore 
This chapter is aimed at setting the backdrop for the coming chapters, 
particularly for the case studies in Chapters 4 to 7. It does not purport to be a 
comprehensive examination of historical events, but rather a glance at the 
Malaysian and Singaporean colonial and national history through the lens of 
race. It seeks to present the complexities, ambiguities and contradictions in 
the Malaysian and Singaporean societies, wrought by racial tensions and 
State discourse on race. This issue should not be examined in isolation from 
its historical context, for the present inter-racial contentions and distrust in 
Malaysia and Singapore are not problems that began only with their 
national histories. Racial hybridity and plurality in the Peninsula dates back 
to pre-colonial times and was the norm at the zenith of the Melaka Empire. 
Although the Portuguese and the Dutch conquered Melaka, both powers 
refrained from meddling in local affairs. The daily governance and 
administration of the Melaka empire was left untouched. Racial segregation 
was a fact of life but it lacked the politicisation of race and ethnicity 
developed in the 19th century, and that is presently entrenched in the social 
systems of both Malaysia and Singapore (Turnbull, 1989). As the history of 
both Malaysia and Singapore are inextricably bound up with each other, the 
chapter will treat the early histories of both nations, right up to 1965 when 
Singapore became an independent nation on its own, after leaving the 
Federation of Malaysia. After which, national developments differ between 
nations and are, thus, accorded their own respective sections. 
In my discussion earlier in this thesis and the ensuing pages, I have used 
the term 'race' as opposed to the more current usage of 'ethnicity' in 
describing communal groups. In the case of Malaysia and Singapore, 'race' 
is exceptionally pertinent because, as I shall demonstrate later, it originates 
from the 19th century European notion of primordial categories of race and 
classifications. Further, in the present context of contemporary Malaysia and 
Singapore, the ways in which communal groups are perceived, discussed 
and in relations to each other, it is the corporeal appearance and the 
difference between skin colour that marks one as belonging (or not) to a 
particular group. Difference is embodied in the perceivable ostensible 
corporeality of the skin. For this reason, I believe this discussion should 
centre on the issue at hand that is, the issue of race and its impact on these 
two societies. 
As Mandal asserts, and as I assert similarly for not only in the case of 
Malaysia but also for Singapore, the "relative shallow racialisation of society 
in Malaysia and Southeast Asia" (2004:52; and see Chua, 1995a: chapter 5). 
The institutionalisation and imposition of racialisation by the State is un-
uniformed and lacks the rigidity of racism. It may not have the similar level 
of exploitation and denigration as it was demonstrated during slavery in 
America, it nonetheless segregates society based on race, and race becomes a 
marker of identity. The reification of borders are neatly defined and affirmed 
based on the primordialist notion of race. In the case of Malaysia and 
Singapore, racialisation is very much institutionalised within the social, 
cultural and political framework, to the extend that both scholarly and non-
scholarly examination of these two societies almost always remain within 
the paradigm and prism of the racial groups, treating them as given and 
'natural', and their use unquestioned. As we shall observe, this is the basis I 
will use in my interpretation of my four case-studies to demonstrate the 
impossibility of such demarcations socially and musically. 
BRITISH COLONIALISM 
Arrival of the British 
The British were looking for a "refitting station" for their ships, and 
collecting centre for "Straits produce" (such as tin and pepper) to effectively 
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maintain their trade with China (Andaya, 1982/2001). It had come to their 
attention that the Malay Peninsula was rich with tin deposits, leading to 
their acquisition of Penang (now Pulau Pinang), an island off the west coast 
of the Peninsula in 1786. Britain gained ownership of Melaka in 1795, and 
this was followed by Stamford Raffles' acquisition of Singapore in 1819 as a 
result of a treaty with the Temenggung of Johor (ibid.).1 
By 1824, Singapore along with Melaka and Penang were administered as 
a single entity known as the Straits Settlements. It attracted trade from Siam, 
Cambodia and Cochin-China, and European ships from India (Turnbull, 
1989). With increased trade came a rise in population. As with Melaka 
before, Singapore attracted a cosmopolitan mix of inhabitants, expanded by 
the addition of the Bugis, Chinese, Indians, Arabs, Armenians, and 
Europeans, and emergent communities of Eurasians. By 1867, the Chinese 
immigrants from south-east China - the provinces of Guangdong and Fujien 
- comprised 65% of the population. They were of four major dialect groups: 
Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, and Hakka. Straits-born and some China-
bom Chinese immigrants settled there, but the majority had every intention 
of returning to China with savings. Immigrants from Malacca, Sumatra and 
the Riau archipelago expanded and existed unobtrusively with the local 
Malay community, which was gradually diminishing. Among these 
immigrants were those from Java, Boyan and other eastern islands. The 
orang laut community, on the other hand, was gradually assimilated into the 
Malay-migrant community. The Indian community became the second 
largest group by 1860. They were from various parts of India: Sikh, Punjabis, 
Gujeratis, Bengalis, and "a few rich Parsis" (ibid.:37). They came as traders 
or labourers, garrison troops or camp followers, and some as convicts. 
1 The Temenggung is one of the Sultan's two senior ministers (Turnbull, 1977:5). 
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Colonial government and the racial ideology 
The Pangkor Treaty in 1874 gave the British access into the hinterland of the 
Peninsula through the establishment of the Residential system in the Malay 
states. The system was based entirely on the concept of indirect rule, in 
which a British adviser was placed in the State Council comprised of the 
ruler, selected princes and chiefs, a representative from the Chinese 
community and the Resident. A fa<;ade of the traditional governmental 
structure of the Malay states was retained, with real power and authority in 
the hands of the British Resident. Although this reality was disguised as 
"teaching Malays to administer their states" (Andaya, 1982/2001:174), 
practical application of this was not encouraged by colonial rule. Through 
this system, the British managed to obtain control of the entire Peninsula. 
Many scholars have argued that the present communalism and 
complicated race relations are social problems inherited from the British 
colonialist's immigration and governance policies (Cham, 1977; Abraham, 
1983; Hirschman, 1986, 1987; Harper, 1999). The British desire to maximise 
profit and economic dominance had changed the socio-cultural composition 
of the Peninsula (and the rest of the archipelago, for that matter) forever by 
encouraging the huge influx of indentured labour from from south India 
and southeast China between 1890s and 1930s. In the face of this rise in 
immigration, it is not surprising that the local Malays would worry and fear 
for their existence. Instead of allaying these worries and fears, the policies 
adopted by the colonial government only further exacerbated them. 
Cham (1977) and Abraham (1983) argue that the quest for maximum 
profit economically justified the British manipulation of the racial and class 
groups in Malaya. Both claim that the British policy of divide-and-rule by 
playing one group against another led to the current state of race relations as 
inherited by the postcolonial government. The colonial government kept the 
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Malay nobility appeased with symbolic power and wealth, the commoners 
under-educated and estranged from the upper echelons of society, and 
confined the immigrants to their respective industries and services. Hence, 
by maintaining the distance between each of these groups (between class 
and race), the colonial government managed to sustain British political 
dominance in Malaya and allowed them to profit substantially. Hirschman 
(1986) goes one step further by arguing that the spread of racial theory in 
Europe in the 19th century allowed the British to rationalise their 
manipulation of the various social/racial groups. He argues that 19th century 
European intellectuals were 
attempting to extend the Linnean classificatory system of zoological 
types of the phenotypical variation of humankind. The meaning of 
"race" began to shift from a relatively general term that 
distinguished peoples on almost any criteria to a more narrow 
classification of biologically defined subspecies, with specific 
assumptions about the inheritability of cultural predispositions and 
the potential for progress (Hirschman, 1986:340). 
This, he maintains, invariably led to the racial stereotypes and racism 
prevailing in the British attitudes towards the Malays, Chinese and Indians 
in Malaya. This "baggage brought by Europeans" pervaded "the structure of 
constraints and opportunities shaped by colonial rule and widened the 
initial differences even further" (ibid.:348). He continues to state that the 
same "baggage" "further created an ideology that will explain the ethnic 
inequality as an inevitable reflection of inherent "racial" differences" (ibid.). 
The notion that that the Peninsula belonged to the Malays and they, 
therefore, were the rightful 'owners' of this land was a 19th century 
Enlightenment view held by the colonialists. This view seeks to preserve 
their history and lineage, and maintain their 'civilisation' (Reid, 2001). The 
"modality of knowledge" (Shamsul, 2001b) sanctioned and gave impetus to 
the concept of the Malay race and 'Malayness'. This construction resulted in 
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generations of Malays coming to grip with their identity and its 'lost 
grandeur', especially in confrontation with the influx of Chinese and Indian 
migrants (especially the Chinese) and the practices they brought with them. 
This caused irreconcilable distance and separation between these races, and 
their accompanying inter-racial tensions, inherited by contemporary 
Malaysia and Singapore, are still awaiting resolution. 2 
EARLY NATIONALISM AND INDEPENDENCE 
Events that led up to Independence (Malaysia in 1957, and Singapore in 
1965) were complicated not only by the social pluralism, but more so by the 
communalism entrenched in the social framework instituted by colonial 
government, as described above. Inter-ethnic suspicion and antagonism 
were augmented during the Japanese Occupation and the years of the 
Emergency (Andaya, 1982/2001; Harper 1999). Efforts to gain independence 
had begun as early as the 1940s. These efforts were hampered and took a 
setback during the Japanese Occupation, but were resumed when the British 
government returned after the defeat of Japan. The colonial government 
demanded that plans for self-governance take into consideration the Malay 
sovereignty of the sultans, the individuality of the states and the special 
privileges of the Malays (which always included migrants from other parts 
of the archipelago), and the large migrant communities of Indians and 
Chinese who had not as yet been granted citizenship. The Malays 
considered the migrant communities as not having loyalty and allegiance to 
Malaya, as was allegedly demonstrated in the rise of communism and the 
Emergency in the late 1940s. Although they constituted more than half the 
total population and a large proportion of them were Malayan-born, both 
2 It is interesting to note that in all these debates and literature, very little is mentioned of the 
autochtonous indigenous peoples, the generally labelled as 'Orang Asli' (aboriginal peoples) of the 
Peninsular. For more information on colonial ideas on Malay indigeneity and rights of the Orang 
Asli, see Roseman, 1998. 
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the colonial government and the Malays did not consider the Indian and 
Chinese communities as rightfully belonging to the place. Despite this, the 
British still maintained the rights of the migrants to citizenship as a 
condition to granting independence (Andaya, 1982/2001). 
In the years leading up to 1957, political parties were formed (and un-
formed) based on ethnic divisions; these communally-based political parties 
drew support for their claims to the colonial government from their 
individual ethnic groups, further entrenching the divisions already in place. 
An Alliance of the United Malays National Organisation, the Malayan 
Chinese Association and the Malayan Indian Congress was formed to lead 
Malaya into Independence in 1957. The Malays were assured of their 
privileges as "sons of the soil" and the non-Malays were granted their 
citizenship. 
'Malay Malaysia' vs 'Malaysian Malaysia' 
In the following year, Singapore was granted self-governance in the hands of 
the People's Action Party (PAP) under Lee Kuan Yew. Due to its economic 
independence and its large Chinese community, it had always been dealt 
with differently. The colonial government had initially planned to retain 
Singapore as a free port and naval base for its own strategic position in the 
region. This intention was abandoned apparently. Singapore politics in the 
1950s and 1960s was rife with communist ideology and other 'radical' ideas, 
leading to communal tensions and inter-ethnic riots in the early 1960s. At the 
end of the Constitutional transition in 1963, Singapore (along with Sabah 
and Sarawak, the Borneo states) joined with Peninsula Malaya (under 
certain conditions of limited intervention in the politics of the Peninsula) to 
form the Federation of Malaysia (Turnbull, 1989). 
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The PAP was in disagreement with the Alliance's preference for a 'Malay 
Malaysia', 3 for they were championing a Malaysia for all Malaysians 
regardless of race and creed, which went against the constituted Malay 
privileges and sovereignty. Singapore's Chinese regarded themselves of 
equal standing with the Malays, and were thus pushing for a multiracial 
Malaysia. These dissensions were perceived as Malay/Chinese and 
rural/urban tensions. The antagonism escalated and climaxed with 
Singapore's ejection from the Federation of Malaysia in 1965. As we shall see 
later, this same sentiment of "Malaysian Malaysia" became the championing 
slogan for many non-Malays in Malaysia who perceived their status as 
second-class citizens. 
SINGAPORE 
Hitherto, I have delineated Malaysia and Singapore as having a single 
history, which is quite apt due to their geographical proximity as well as 
sharing the same political fate. However, henceforth, the two will be dealt 
with as two different political entities having their own national histories. 
For the sake of maintaining a narrative flow, I shall discuss Singapore's 
national history first. 
Singapore's national history began in 1965 with its tumultuous expulsion 
from the Malaysian Federation. The Republic of Singapore inherited a 
population composed of various ethnicities: from south Indian descent, 
mainly Tamil along with descendents from other parts of India: Sikh, 
Punjabis, Gujeratis, Bengalis and Parsees; from southeast Chinese descent, 
3 'Malay Malaysia' is an assimilationist formulation that regards Malaysia as rightfully belonging 
to the Malays, and therefore, accounts for the constituted Malay privileges and rights. This notion 
treats the non-Malay races as migrant communities despite being born in Malaysia. In opposition to 
this is the notion of 'Malaysian Malaysia', which argues for a multicultural Malaysia that gives equal 
rights to all citizens regardless of race and creed and recognises the contribution of the non-Malay 
races to the nation. 
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the four dialect groups comprised of Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese and 
Hakka; "Malays" were comprised of local Malays as well as migrants from 
Sulawesi and other parts of the archipelago; and the miscegenous 
"Eurasians".4 These groups, heterogenous as they are, hailed from various 
parts of the region with invariably different cultural practices, beliefs, and 
histories. The PAP government was left the difficult task of forging a 
national consciousness from this fragmented and heterogenous population. 
It chose to adopt a multiracial/multicultural ideology where no single ethllic 
community was privileged. The previous slogan of "Malaysian Malaysia" 
was adopted and adapted to the current situation: "Singaporean Singapore" 
was constructed in an attempt to create a national identity that was different 
and non-primordial to "transcend [the] ethnic, cultural and linguistic 
borders" (Peterson, 2001:52). 
With the lack of a homogenous ethnic identity as a basis upon which a 
national identity may be created, and for the sake of economic survival, the 
metanarrative of "industrial modernity" (Wee, 1993:717) served as the frame 
for Singapore's national culture. The "ideology of pragmatism" was adopted 
as an ideology that was considered "forward-looking". It became a "national 
identity grounded in rational and pragmatic values" (Lian, 1999:41; see also 
Clammer, 1985). This adoption brought about a "collective amnesia" that 
gave the new nation a fresh start without historical baggage. Traditional 
values, language and cultural products were labelled as 'regressive' and 
their practice discouraged. Wee notes that "traditional social organizations 
[were] deliberately replaced with economically rational forms based on 
function and efficiency that could support the universal industrial society" 
(Wee, 2000:133). In effect, "a modernizing 'creative destruction' to 
4 I used the term "Eurasians" as it was locally accepted, as evinced by cultural associations 
named as Penang Eurasian Association and Singapore Eurasian Association. (See Sarkissian, 2000) 
homogenize and discipline local 'irrationalities' [became] the means to create 
the physical and cultural conditions to catch up with the West" (ibid.:132). 
In line with this ideology, English was adopted as first language, although 
Malay remained constitutionally the national language. It was deemed the 
appropriate language because it does not privilege one race or another, and 
in addition it was the language that would provide them access to Western 
science and technology. Thus, the European model of nationalism was 
"indigenized" (Wee, 1993:717). 
The PAP government's foresight of an open economy brought about 
rapid expansion and growth. By the early 1970s, Singapore had a per capita 
income second only to Japan in Asia (Turnbull, 1989:312). By this time too, 
there was a stronger sense of nationhood, especially with more than 78 
percent of the population born in Singapore. The process of industrialisation 
and urbanisation engendered many changes in economic and social 
structures. Public housing was constructed, on the one hand, to re-locate 
residents from old townships to new ones, and make room for new 
infrastructural developments, and on the other, to redistribute communities 
thus far based on racial groupings. This displacement disrupted many 
community-based traditions, customs and folk practices, and changed social 
relations. Industrialisation changed family relations and encouraged 
"individualism, utilitarianism, and instrumental rationality" (Kuo, 1992:3-4) 
and led to social ills, such as drug-abuse, abortion and divorce, engendering 
a "collective sense of moral crisis" (ibid.:4). These new social developments 
were perceived as "non-Asian and anti-tradition" (ibid.). 
The public discourse on the cause of the moral crisis concluded that the 
intrusion of "Western culture" was at the root of this crisis. "West-
toxification" (Wee, 2000:134) discourse drew a line between 'Western' and 
'Asian' values. The rational response was to "[call] upon its own resources 
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from various Asian traditions for self-defense" (ibid.:5); to counter this 
'invasion' a cultural ballast was needed. 
What needed to be done ... was to retain and revive traditional Asian 
values to build up the confidence in one's own culture and to 
strengthen a sense of identity (ibid.). 
Thus, to 'revitalise' Singaporean society various campaigns were 
launched: among them were (and are, as these campaigns are ongoing) the 
National Courtesy Campaign, Senior Citizen's Week Campaign, and Speak 
Mandarin Campaign. Confucianism, promoted as a universal moral system 
that was relevant to all ethnicities, was part of this larger attempt to re-
traditionalise Singapore society to counter the influx of Western influences. 
However, this and the Speak Mandarin Campaign became issues that 
polarised the Chinese and non-Chinese population. 
The ideology of multiracialism 
To fully comprehend the import of the Confucian movement and its social 
implications, it is necessary to elaborate on Singapore's model of 
multiracialism here. For the purpose of simplifying census collection, the 
colonial government had categorised the population on the Malay Peninsula 
(to include Singapore island) in terms of race: "Europeans and Americans", 
"Malays and Other Natives of the Archipelago", Chinese", and "Tamils and 
Other Natives of India" (Hirschman, 1987; PuruShotam, 1998). These 
categories were further simplified and compressed to "Chinese", "Malays", 
"Indians" and the former category of "Europeans" ascribed to the new 
category of "Others" (henceforth, CMIO) for the new nation. It delineated 
dual identity simultaneously: a national identity existing conjunctively with 
an ethnic/racial one. The CMIO model of Singaporean multiracialism 
became the framework for social interactions and policy-making. For 
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administrative simplification and ease, the model as adopted today strictly 
associates race with origin, with language, with culture and religion: 
The discourse of race is so constituted: Race is officially defined by 
patriarchal descent; a person's racial descent defines his or her 
'culture' (multiculturalism); this racialized culture is assumed to be 
embedded in the language of the respective race which is assured 
continued existence through compulsory school instruction as the 
respective 'mother tongue' languages (multilingualism) of the 
students (Chua, 1995b:7). 
Thus, as an example, a Chinese is expected to speak Mandarin as mother 
tongue (regardless of the dialect group one may belong to), practice Chinese 
culture and tradition, and be a Buddhist or a Confucianist. Its stringent 
categories and associations emphasise racial and cultural purity, and do not 
encourage crossovers and hybridity. 
The CMIO model has been institutionalised through policies in 
education, housing and community services, and in culture and the arts. 
(Siddique, 1990; Chua, 1994; Lai, 1995) As Chua (1995b) postulates, race is 
inscribed in the very centre of Singapore society, the emerging Singapore 
culture. It is the discursive framework that Singapore society is shaped by. It 
is the differentiating factor between bounded groups, further distancing one 
group from another. The separateness produced by such extensive social 
racialisation serves to undermine the emergence of a national culture from 
the ground up, and hence, a sense of national belonging. It is not surprising, 
thus, that despite its economic maturity and political status as an 
industrialised nation, Singapore still faces problems with national identity. 
As Chua (1995b, 1997) demonstrates, "the ready emergence of hybridity in 
everyday life" (1997:4) could have arisen as the national culture of 
Singapore, reflecting the lived experiences of society, but this was not the 
case. Crossing of racial/linguistic/cultural boundaries is discouraged, leading 
to the museumisation of traditions and cultural practices. (See also Lee, 1998 
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and 2002; Leong, 1997) The diversity of religious shrines and places of 
worship is an example: "Thian Hock Keng temple ("Chinese", actually 
Hokkien), Sultan Mosque ("Malay", actually attended also by Indian 
Muslims), Sri Veerama Kaliaman Temple ("Indian", actually Hindu), and St. 
Andrew's Cathedral ("Other", actually attended by diverse ethnic groups)" 
(Leong, 1997:86). The same is true of festivals and with music. In short, 
traditions and traditional practices are museumised, and ethnic differences 
encouraged for the purpose of maintaining a competitive edge in the global 
tourism industry. 
These ethnic divisions are re-produced and re-staged as cultural 
performances for the tourism industry. Cultural and ethnic commodification 
for tourism is demonstrated in tourism advertisements and media: be it 
print, electronic or broadcast. The same divisions are again also re-presented 
in the reconstruction of townships based on ethnicities: Chinatown, Little 
India, and Kampung Glam. These townships are advertised on the 
NewAsia-Singapore website as ghettoised "Ethnic Quarters" 
(www.newasia-singapore.com/index main.html; accessed on 20/9/04), quite 
different from the lived and everyday experience of public housing, which 
was established for the purpose of doing away with ethnic ghettoisation. 
This commodification, as Leong points out, also "sanitizes and reduces 
ethnic diversity" (1997:88) to the CMIO paradigm, and "relies on stereotypes 
for the audience [of visual advertisements] to identify readily with 
characters and themes" (ibid). This discussion of Singapore identity will be 
taken up again in Chapter 7 and in relation to Philip Tan's composition. 
Confucianism and Chinese-ness 
It is with this understanding of Singapore's multiracialism that I want to 
continue my discussion of the Singapore government's attempt to create 
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cultural ballast as means to revitalise traditions and traditional values. 
Confucianism was pursued not only because it was deemed the 'natural' 
heritage and root for the Chinese Singaporeans, but also because it was 
judged as the reason for the quick industrialisation of the Asian economies, 
such as Japan, Korea and Vietnam. (Chua, 1995a:chap. 7; Tu, 1984). It was 
identified as an 'East Asian factor' for success. Tu Wei-ming (1984) ventured 
to state that Singapore was most suitable to inculcate Confucianism and 
because Confucianism is not regarded as a religion, it can interact 
with the other four great traditions and make this a wonderful place 
to plant the seed of a future global culture emerging out of the great 
traditions of the past (ibid.: 139). 
Thus, Confucianism, regarded not so much as a religion but a 
philosophy, is deployed as a social adhesive to bind the divergent 
racial/cultural communities of Singapore. From public education to societal 
campaigns, Confucianism began to gain foot in the cultural policies of this 
period. Comprehensive reviews of education policies were set up, which led 
to the implementation of a compulsory course, Religious Knowledge 
(comprising of Confucian Ethics, Biblical Knowledge, Quranic teachings) in 
secondary schools. The Institute of East Asian Philosophy was established to 
promote the study of East Asian philosophies and Confucianism. Goh Keng 
Swee, the then Deputy Prime Minister and the Minister of Education, 
himself said this: 
Confucianism in Singapore will not be merely for the classroom. It 
will be reinterpreted as a code of personal conduct for modem 
Singapore and promoted in the form of public debate and 
discussion over the media (as quoted in Kuo, 1992:7). 
As Tamney (1995), Clammer (1993), Chua (1995b) and Kuo (1992) and 
others reveal, Confucianism also became the basis on which the National 
Ideology was established. Between 1988 and 1989, a set of national values 
was announced that emphasised the following: 
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community over self; 
upholding the family as the basic building-block of society; 
resolving major issues through consensus instead of 
contention; and 
stressing racial and religious tolerance and harmony (as 
quoted in Clammer, 1993:35) 
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Despite the attempt to universalise Confucianism and its values, it was 
still instrumental in alienating the non-Chinese communities in Singapore. 
From their perspective, the Confucian movement was a "government 
sponsored program ... to boost the Chinese culture and Chinese identity and 
to reinforce Chinese dominance" (Kuo, 1992:14; see also Clammer, 1985; 
Siddique, 1990; Clammer, 1993; Tamney, 1995; PuruShotam, 1998; Lian, 
1999). To the non-Chinese (and to the general public), it is impossible to 
separate Confucianism from Chinese-ness. The English-educated Chinese 
opposed it because they regarded Confucianism as "suppressive, 
authoritarian, and anti-democratic" (ibid.) and feudalistic (Lai, 1995:141). 
Confucianism was perceived as a threat: firstly, to the 
multiracial/multicultural/multireligious ideology of the Singapore 
Constitution and the equality of the racial groups and practices it professed; 
and secondly, Confucianism was a threat to the democratic charter that 
Singaporean independence was built on and the individual freedom 
democracy champions. The Chinese majority in Singapore and in particular 
diasporic relation to mainland China is explored further in Chapter 6. 
This movement, coupled with such campaigns as the annual Speak 
Mandarin Campaign and the revised education policies concerning the 
teaching of mother tongue as second language in the public school system 
became a major concern for the non-Chinese Singaporeans. Although Malay 
and Tamil were taught in schools as mother tongue subjects, Mandarin was 
more ubiquitous: it is in television programmes, Mandarin language lessons 
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for adults, artistic events and so on (Tamney, 1995). This becomes more of a 
threat when slogans emphasise Chinese-ness: 'Speak Less Dialect, More 
Mandarin', 'Make Mandarin a Way of Life' and 'Mandarin is Chinese' (Lai, 
1995:136). Other cultural events were recognisably promoting Chinese 
culture and traditions: the formation of the Federation of Chinese Clan 
Associations in 1986, the restoration of Chinese theme parks (Tang Dynasty 
and Haw Par Villa) and the extravagant displays at Lunar New Year 
celebrations. 
These policies and campaigns had dual trajectories: for the non-Chinese, 
it was a symbolic assertion of the Chinese ethnicity and therefore, threatened 
the equality of the multiracialism framework; it was also re-orientating 
Singapore towards East Asia, away from the Southeast Asian region, 
Nusantara. 5 This latter was perceived as Singapore's desire to be a 'Third 
China' and abdicated itself from its place in the Malay archipelago, further 
reinforcing the stereotype of the Chinese in that region as "economic 
opportunists and sojourners" (ibid.:142). For some Chinese, it was an 
opportunity to assert their Chinese-ness. For others, it became a social force 
to Sinicise: to acquire the symbols of Chinese-ness through learning and use 
of Mandarin, applying Confucian-like values, and so on; in other words, 
reinventing Chinese-ness. 
Re-inventing Asian-ness 
In 1989, the Confucianism movement was abandoned, and the values listed 
on the National Ideology were revised in 1991 as a set of Shared Values, held 
by Asians in general. The White Paper reads: 
nation before community and society above self; 
5 The Malay word for the Malay archipelago, to encompass Indonesia, Malaysia, and southern 
Philippines. 
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family as the basic unit of society; 
regard and community support for the individual; 
consensus instead of contention; 
racial and religious harmony (as quoted in Clammer, 1993:35) 
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This revised version downplays its Confucian-based ideology. It also 
attempts to transcend cultural and religious boundaries by labelling the 
ideology as 'Asian values': a monolithic label that inadequately represents 
the heterogeneity of cultural practices and traditions of the various regions 
and parts of the non-West. The notion of' Asia' and' Asian-ness', as many 
would argue, is an ambiguous one at best, a European construction of its 
Other (Milner and Johnson, n.d.; see also Birch, et.al., 2001; Vervoon, 1998; 
Godemont, 1997). Although, the label 'Asia' was already in use in the 19th 
and early 20th century (Milner and Johnson, n.d.), it was not until the 1980s 
that this Asian assertion made itself heard. Some argue that the notion of 
'Asian-ness' and its accompanying 'Asian values' is an essentialist 
representation of itself, and therefore, a form of reverse Orientalism (Hill, 
2000; Mitchell, 2001). Others would assert that 'Asian-ness' is a form of 
counter-modernity in the late capitalism era that we live in (Wee, 1996a, 
1996b; Ching, 2000). The discourse of Asian-ness is mounted politically 
within Singapore: firstly, to appease its multiracial/multicultural population; 
secondly, to rationalise its economic co-operations and associations with 
China; thirdly, Asian-ness works as a commodity to market difference in the 
late capitalist era. In its tourism brochures, Singapore advertises itself as the 
gateway to Asia and as the intersection of the four great civilisations of the 
world: three Asian (Chinese, Melaka/Malay and Indian) and European. In its 
representation of itself, the State commoditises its 'Asian-ness' and delivers 
it to the global market of tourism as a marketable 'difference': existing as a 
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commodity, a spectacle to be consumed in a globalized capitalist system" 
(Ching, 2000:236). 
In the case of Singapore, Asian-ness is very much politically, 
economically and culturally orientated towards East Asia and to China in 
particular. As the third largest Chinese community outside of China (after 
Taiwan and Hong Kong6), this is not surprising. In fact, Tu proposes that the 
diaspora be "an active participant in the discourse on cultural China, the 
symbol of huaren [the Chinese people]" and "help the homeland [China] to 
modernize" (1994:26). But because of its multiracial population, the 
Singapore government has to tread very carefully with this matter. After Lee 
Kuan Yew's (second) visit to China in 1985, this new relation with China 
was presented more as a business opportunity. Diplomatic relationships 
between the two nations were established, leading to the direct investments 
by Singapore firms and businesses in 1990 (Mauzy, 1995). In terms of mass 
culture, however, Singapore is orientated towards Japan, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, as evinced by the popularity of J-pop, Canto-pop, Japanese 
animation and melodramas (Ching, 2000). 
Goh Chok Tong, then the Prime Minister, admonished the Singaporean 
citizens, and the Chinese community especially, to retain their 'Asian 
heritage' in his 1997 National Day speech. One of the reasons he supplied 
was: 
[T]he Chinese language will grow in importance as China becomes 
stronger and more influential. In 20 years' time, China will be the 
second most powerful nation in the world after the US, and 
probably the world's largest economy. Many non-Chinese will see 
the advantage of learning Chinese to do business in China (Goh, 
1997). 
6 Although politically Hong Kong is part of China, this is only a recent development since 1997 
and under its current political status ("one nation two systems"), it retains some level of autonomy. 
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Culture and the arts have also been deployed to establish social and 
economic links with China. The Inaugural Gala Concert in 1997 is a case in 
point; it was organised to commemorate the construction of the industrial 
park in Suzhou (China), and featured Chinese/Singaporean Chinese music 
performed as a token of the cultural and historical connection between 
Singapore and China. Singaporean composer Phoon Yew Tien was 
commissioned to write an overture, Step Up and Up, for the occasion and 
performed by the Singapore Chinese Orchestra, and China's reknown erhu 
player, Min Huifen, was invited to perform the erhu concerto, The Great Wall 
Capriccio by Liu Wenjin, with the Chinese orchestra 
(www.asiacase.com/sco text2.html; accessed 26/9/05). 
In the paragraphs above, I have narrated the events that led to 
Singapore's independence from British rule and its developments as a nation 
since 1965. In the paragraphs to follow, I shall tum to the development of 
Malaysian history from the moment Singapore left the Federation of 
Malaysia to the present time. This narration begins with the watershed event 
of 13May1969. 
MALAYSIA 
Although the Alliance, led by the United Malay National Organisation 
(UMNO}, won the general elections in May 1969, it did not win the crucial 
two-thirds majority. Opposition parties, Pan-Malayan Islamic Party, 
Gerakan and Democratic Action Party (DAP), were successful in seizing 
quite a number of Parliamentary seats. The victory parade organised by 
Gerakan and DAP supporters incited Malay-dominated counter-
demonstrations leading to violence and riot in Kuala Lumpur, the capital. 
The violence lasted for four days, but its repercussions continue to this day. 
The official number of deaths was 196, and injured 409, but it is suspected 
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that the numbers were higher. Most of the victims were Chinese; the homes 
and property of about 6000 residents (mostly Chinese) of Kuala Lumpur 
were destroyed (Andaya, 1982/2001). Militant Malay groups called for Prime 
Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman' s resignation, accusing him of being too 
accommodating to the other racial groups. Despite registering economic 
growth in the years after Independence, unemployment and poverty 
persisted, especially in rural areas where a majority of the Malays reside. 
There were attempts to provide solutions to these problems: the 
establishment of specific projects for land development and the provision of 
facilities such as roads, schools, clinics, irrigation and others. These 
measures, however, were not enough to resolve what has been termed 
"Malay backwardness" and their level of poverty. In contrast to the rural 
Malays, the Chinese, predominantly residing in the urban areas, were 
generally better off economically; among other things, they were better 
adjusted to the growing monetisation of the economy, and they dominated 
the profitable industries such as tin mining. Incidentally, these frustrations 
also led Mahathir to write The Malay Dilemma: a book banned but since 
lifted. His views were shared by many other Malay nationalists, arguing for 
the primordial rights of the Malays and Malay culture in Malaysia. He also 
raises issues concerning "the Malay problem" (1970), and the need to 
rehabilitate the Malays in their own homeland (Harper, 1999; Andaya, 
1982/2001; Turnbull, 1989). 
In the meantime, Malay nationalists were also dissatisfied with the elite 
Malay government because of the slow implementation of the Malay 
language as the medium of instruction in schools. Its full implementation 
was expected by the tenth anniversary of Malaysia's independence from 
British rule. As a compromise to appease both the Malays and the non-
Malays, the National Language Act was passed by Parliament. The Act 
recognised Malay as the sole national language, but allowed for the use of 
English for official business. This was deemed as a betrayal of the Malay 
cause by Malay nationalists. Rising racial tensions during this decade, also in 
part due to the addition and subsequent ejection of Singapore into the 
Federation of Malaysia, climaxed at the wake of the national elections of 
1969. The election results registered a swing of votes to the non-Malay 
opposition party. The post-election celebration by their supporters ignited 
the already smouldering Malay-non-Malay friction, leading to the outbreak 
of 13 May 1969 (Crouch, 1996). 
An emergency Government took quick steps to restore peace, 
particularly the establishment of the Department of National Unity. Its 
purpose was to develop a national ideology and new social and economic 
policies, such as the New Economic Policy, Education Policy and the 
National Culture Policy. The New Economic Policy (NEP) has two major 
objectives: firstly, it aimed "to reduce and eventually eradicate 
poverty .. .irrespective of race", and secondly, set in motion social and 
economic structures to "eventually eliminate the identification of race with 
economic function" (as quoted in Crouch, 1996:24-5). The second objective 
explicitly states and delineates the means and ways to expand Malay 
influence in businesses in both local and foreign companies. (Crouch, 1996) 
This restructuring was meant to increase and expand the Malay middle 
class. 
'Malavisation' and the National Cultural Policy 
In 1970, a cultural directorate was set up within the Ministry of Culture, 
Youth and Sports and commissioned to "promot[ e] cultural activities 
consonant with the needs of the nation" (as cited in Tan, Sooi Beng 
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1992:283). The National Culture Policy was thus based on these following 
principles: 
The national culture of Malaysia must be based on the 
cultures of the people indigenous to the region; 
Elements from other cultures which are suitable and 
reasonable may be incorporated into the national culture; 
and 
Islam will be an important element in the national culture. 
(ibid.) 
This policy was implemented with much earnestness; Malay culture and 
arts were promoted with much enthusiasm and fervour, and traditions were 
re-invented for the purpose of developing a Malay-based national culture 
(Tan, Sooi Beng 1992 and 1993). In their zeal for this to happen, cultural 
artefacts and products that were deemed not to belong to the Malay culture 
were not only marginalised but also strongly discouraged. In the first 
instance, competitions and festivals were organised to promote 'traditional' 
art forms; seminars and workshops were conducted to "discuss the state, 
documentation and preservation or revival of the performing arts" (Tan, 
Sooi Beng 1992:284). Many of these arts were altered to comply with 
"current ideological and religious sensibilities" (Carstens, 1999:20). 
Bangsawan is an excellent case in point. It was a popular commercial theatre 
in the early 2Qth century that held performances of a variety of music of 
Western, Hindustani, Chinese, Malay, Javanese and Arabic origins (Tan, 
Sooi Beng, 1993:181). In its re-invented form of the 1980s, the bangsawan 
troupe performed only Malay ronggeng asli songs (comprised of a collection 
of asli, inang/masri and joget style music). Further, the instrumental ensemble 
accompanying ronggeng asli songs have been re-traditionalised as well: 
changing from a combination of violin, piano and double-bass to violin, 
accordion, rebana and gong (Tan, Sooi Beng, 1993). Both bangsawan and 
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boria, both being re-constructed earlier folk art, were elevated to the status of 
national art (Tan, Sooi Beng, 1992 and 1993). As Tan Sooi Beng puts it, these 
theatres were "Malayised" (ibid:178) to fit the prescribed national culture. 
The rise of Islamic fundamentalism in the 1980s added another spin to 
this cultural assertion. It began to take root in the Malay community in the 
early 1970s, and had its greatest impact on Malaysian life in the 1980s 
(Mutalib, 1990; Camroux, 1996; Carstens, 1999). This was seen in the 
expansion of its influence in the universities and urban areas, especially in 
the growing Malay middle class. One catalyst of this influence was the 
increased international contacts between (Muslim) Malay tertiary-level 
students studying abroad with other Muslim students involved in the 
"general worldwide resurgence of Islam" (Carstens, 1999:29-39). The 
movement was fuelled and financed by the rise in economic and political 
power of Middle Eastern oil-producing nations and the Iranian revolution. 
This resurgence was expressed in the promotion of nasyid by the 
government in nationally televised nasyid competitions. Tan explains nasyid 
as "a type of Arabic cantillation of poetry with noble and Islamic themes" 
(Tan, Sooi Beng, 1989/90:142). The texts are based on praises to Allah, 
admonishing followers to serve Allah and abide by the Quran, and 
emphasise national development through Islam. Annually, nasyid 
competitions were televised live nationwide for a period of at least a week as 
far as I can recall growing up in Ipoh, Malaysia, in the 1980s. 
Conversely, non-Malay contributions to a Malaysian culture was 
downplayed and labelled as "foreign" and a "hindrance" to the 
development of national unity. The Chinese and Indians "have strong, well-
developed cultural backgrounds ... Suffice it to say that the strong cultural 
heritage behind these peoples is a hindrance in any attempt to develop 
something with a local identity" (Daud Hamzah, 1991:91). The then Home 
and 
Affairs Minister Tan Sri Ghazalie Shafie was reported (ST, 20/5/79) to have 
made the claim that cultural practices of the "immigrant races" (Ghazalie 
Shafie in ST, 20/5/79) were already extinct in their countries of origin, and 
these practices did not fit the Malaysian environment. 
To counter the difficulty of forging national unity through culture and 
the arts, he proposed the following in an attempt to engineer culture for the 
sake of nationhood: 
The lion dance7 which with its musical accompaniment, could not be 
easily accepted as a Malaysian dance form and music. He said the 
dance had originated from China where it was now extinct and as 
such it could not develop further and be accepted by all. Perhaps, he 
said, it could be more acceptable in its modified form as a tiger 
dance accompanied by music from the gong, flute, tabla or gamelan 
(ibid.:11-2). 
Various government bodies under the Ministry of Culture, Youth and 
Sports, for example, took considerable steps to limit non-Malay cultural 
performances by labelling them "politically subversive" or "retrograde" 
(Tan, Sooi Beng, 1992:285). To the present day, organisers of these 
performances (and other art performances as well) face extreme difficulty in 
obtaining licenses to perform in public (either live performances or on radio 
and television), and have to undergo strict scrutiny by the censorship board. 
Any submission regarded as not "to assist in fostering national unity ... 
through the use of Bahasa Malaysia", and "to provide suitable elements of 
popular education, general information and entertainment" (Ministry of 
Information 1975:2, as quoted in Tan, Sooi Beng, 1992:286)8 were deemed 
unsuitable for public viewing and therefore, rejected. 
7 The lion dance is associated with Chinese and Chinese culture, and is organised and performed 
at festivities, such as in celebration of the Lunar New Year. 
8 These restrictions are still in place presently. There has been recent reports of Dewan 
Bandaraya Kuala Lumpur (DBKL)'s refusal to issue licenses for certain performances that were 
deemed 'doubtful' (as posted on artisproactiv@yahoogroups.com). 
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The other more potent form of censorship is public legislation, in the 
form of the Internal Security Act and Sedition Act. Despite the democratic 
constitutional framework of the political system, Malaysia had come under 
increasingly authoritarian control since the 1969 race riot (Crouch, 1996). 
One of its instruments of control has been (and still is): "to detain political 
opponents, control the press, and prevent the emergence of mass 
organizations opposed to the governing coalition" (ibid.:8). The Sedition Act 
serves to discourage open discussion and public debates on 'sensitive' issues 
such as those regarding Malay rights and privileges. The Internal Security 
Act (ISA) is a new legislation to replace the 12-year emergency that ended in 
1960. It provides the authorities "powers of preventive detention" (ibid.:13). 
Crouch elaborated further 
[t]he ISA empowers the minister of home affairs to detain without 
trial if he (sic) "is satisfied that the detention of any person is 
necessary with a view to preventing him from acting in any manner 
prejudicial to the security of Malaysia or any part thereof or to the 
maintenance of essential services therein or to the economic life 
thereof" (as quoted from the Internal Security Act, section 8 (1), in 
ibid.:79) 
Furthermore, views aired in opposition to those of the authorities are 
largely "ignored or distorted" by mainstream media, which are either 
government bodies (as the Radio Television Malaysia) or owned by 
government parties (ibid.:30). Tight control over the media has greatly 
limited space for the negotiation of a repressed society, especially for those 
who do not subscribe to mainstream beliefs. Against this backdrop, there is a 
sub-group in Kuala Lumpur and Penang, major urban areas in Malaysia, 
who are using culture and the arts to negotiate a space for alternative voices, 
namely private-owned and operated Actors' Studio and Five Arts Centre. 
We shall return to this in the following chapter. 
Non-Malay resistance 
The concerted effect of the National Culture Policy, NEP and education 
policy further demarcated communal boundaries and wrought much 
dissatisfaction among the minority communities. Counter-assertions to 
Malay chauvinism were played out in culture and the arts. It was most 
obvious in the debates on the national culture and identity of Malaysians. At 
a review of the National Cultural Policy ten years after its establishment, the 
Chinese and Indian communities issued separate memorandums calling for 
the amendment of the Policy to recognise a multi-racial/cultural Malaysia. 
The memorandum issued by the Chinese group stated: "In order to achieve 
national unity, it is necessary to first acknowledge and accept this 
fundamental characteristic of our society: existence of diversity of religion 
and culture among its people" (Kua, 1990:209). It continued by calling for 
the acceptance of the Chinese and Indian cultures (or ways of life) as 
constituted within the Rukunegara (the national ideology), which is quoted as 
stating, "The Malaysian nation is indeed unique in having rich and diverse 
cultural traditions and practices. We aspire to a society in which this 
diversity can be an asset and a source of strength" (as cited in Kua, 
1990:211). It argued that: 
The Malay, Malaysian-Chinese and Malaysian-Indian cultures, 
having undergone a long period of evolution in the objective 
environment of our society, are already distinct from the 
Indonesian, Chinese and Indian cultures, in both form and content. 
Not only have they inherited the wealth of their original cultures, 
but they have also become inseparable components of our national 
culture through mutual interaction, enrichment and absorption. In 
other words, they all possess local colour (ibid.). 
In relation to the arts, the memorandum called for active "interaction 
between artists of the different ethnic groups on the basis of mutual respect, 
without disregarding the possibility of seeking inspiration from outside the 
country" (ibid:247) to develop the national arts. And for the arts to embody 
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the "expressions and reflections of the thoughts and emotions of our lives". 
It also admonished the Malaysian government to, not only promote /1 art 
reflecting local realities" (ibid:249), but also to preserve "some of the 
traditional forms of art such as Indian traditional dances, the lion dance and 
martial arts of the Chinese and the like", arguing that these arts should be 
encouraged as long as "they are basically good and serve to entertain and 
inspire the people". The national government paid no heed to this, decrying 
any resistance to the National Culture Policy as excessive criticism on a set 
of issues that have been previously accepted and committed to by all, 
without quite defining who this' all' is (Kua, 1990). 
In the meanwhile, the minority races found solace in religious 
ceremonies, festivals and rituals as a space of counter-assertion of their 
cultural/communal identities. (DeBernardi, 2004) Tan Sooi Beng wrote that 
festivals, opera and orchestral music gained emphasis and status as symbols 
of the Chinese identity, and hence, were "celebrated on a grand scale" (Tan, 
Sooi Beng, 1994:226). She also reported that the Chinese ghost festival was 
instrumental in rallying support for Chinese-language education (as cited in 
Carstens, 1999:35). The Chinese cultural activists established their own 
competitions to promote Chinese culture to counter the promotion of Malay 
culture through song competitions, with the inauguration of such as the 
annual Singapore-Malaysian Art Song Competition (Tan, Sooi Beng, 
1992:290). The Penang Chinese Martial Arts Association (with about 40 lion 
and dragon dance troupes as members)was formed with the aim to share 
musicians, performers and skills, and to provide some level of protection 
against unnecessary harassment by the authorities. 
In the case of the Indian community, religious festivals such as 
Thaipusam and Deepavali were celebrated with pomp and festivity for the 
same reason. Whether the process is recognised as Tamilisation (Lian 2002) 
or Sanskritization (Lee and Rajoo, 1987) the motivations and results are the 
same. Lian, citing Arasaratnam, wrote "traditionalist symbols such as Tamil 
language, culture and the arts, and Hinduism [were used] to mobilise Indian 
support" (Lian, 2002:324). Due to their economic and political weakness, 
religion and cultural activities have been mobilised for the counter-assertion 
of Tamil identity. It is noted, however, this process is predominantly and 
distinctively an urban phenomenon (Lee and Rajoo, 1987:411). Lee and Rajoo 
stated: 
The widespread upgrading of Hindu temples and attempts at 
spreading religious literacy may be considered as part of a general 
effort at improving the Indian ethnic image ... These urbanites [of the 
Indian community and as opposed to those living in the rural areas] 
maintain contact with various religious centers in India ... Because of 
their strong links with Tamilnad, the potential for arousing Tamil 
identity is always present (ibid.). 
Religiosity, and in this case, Hinduism, remains a salient articulation of 
Indian ethnicity, and "has grown stronger in the years following the political 
events of May 1969" (ibid.:413). 
Vision 2020 and multicultural Malaysia 
Another watershed year in Malaysian history is 1991 when Wawasan 2020 (or 
Vision 2020) was announced. The then Prime Minister Datuk Dr. Mahathir 
Mohamad used the occasion to present his working paper, titled 'The Way 
Forward'. The agenda, as delineated in the paper, envisages that by the year 
2020, Malaysia will be a "fully developed country": 
Malaysia can be a united nation, with a confident Malaysian society, 
infused by strong moral and ethical values, living in a society that is 
democratic, liberal and tolerant, caring, economically just and 
equitable, progressive and prosperous, and in full possession of an 
economy that is competitive, dynamic, robust and resilient 
(www.epu.my; accessed 22/10/02). 
It went on to list nine strategic challenges that Malaysia as a nation will 
have to overcome to attain this goal, and the first of which is: 
the challenge of establishing a united Malaysian nation with a sense 
of common and shared destiny. This must be a nation at peace with 
itself, territorially, and ethnically integrated, living in harmony and 
full and fair partnership, made up of one 'Bangsa Malaysia' with 
political loyalty and dedication to the nation (ibid.). 
I shall take up the discussion on 'Bangsa Malaysia' in Chapter 5 in my 
examination of Fernando's 10-sen. Suffice it to say here that there was quite a 
chain of reactions and events to this statement. Apart from that, the list of 
nine challenges also emphasises the need to develop Malaysia's human 
capital and society: "fostering and developing a mature democratic society", 
"establishing a moral and ethical society", "establishing a scientific and 
progressive society" and so on (ibid.). 
Mahathir himself attempted to give a definition of 'Bangsa Malaysia' is in 
1995; he said: "Bangsa Malaysia means people who are able to identify 
themselves with the country, speak Bahasa Malaysia [Malay language, 
adopted as the national language] and accept the Constitution" (ST, 12/9/95). 
In summary, he conceded that ethnic homogeneity within a nation is 
impossible, and that Malaysians should work towards establishing a united 
nation, regardless of race and religion. His Deputy Minister, Datuk 
Mohamed Nazri Abdul Aziz, added "It is high time for us all to stop 
thinking negatively towards other races. We all belong to Malaysia which is 
home to the Malays, Chinese, Indians and other races" (NST, 20/11/95), and 
that in everyday living, Malaysians should "forg[e] closer co-operation and 
strengthening relationship among the mixed society" (ibid.). In short, 
Bangsa Malaysia is a new nationalism, different from the previous ethnic-
based/Malay-based nationalism, and as some argue, is a concept that 
requires institutional reform, where "each and every individual can have 
)- and 
equal access to power positions involving decision-making right from the 
grassroots level" (Abraham in NST, 10/9/97). In other words, Bangsa 
Malaysia refers to a civic-based nationalism, one based on the "principle of 
open and voluntaristic" participation (Reid, 2001) as opposed to the ethnic-
based form. Along with the revised Education Act and the 
commercialisation of culture, it is arguable that Malaysian society had begun 
to experience a certain level of cultural liberalisation (Loh, 2002; Tan, Sooi 
Beng, 2003). Citrawarna (Colours of Malaysia) was an event organised by 
Tourism Malaysia under the auspices of The Ministry of Culture, Arts and 
Tourism that celebrates multicultural Malaysia. Cultural performances and 
festivals were deployed for the expression the diversity of Malaysia, albeit 
for the purpose of marketing difference in the global tourism industry. 
Along with the advent of Malaysia's status as a newly developed nation 
is the similar advent of the Melayu Baru (or new Malay in translation). The 
'new Malay' is mainly the result of Mahathir' s call to "rehabilitate the 
Malays": the call to raise the living standards of the Malays, to elevate them 
from their primordialist condition of "backwardness" and so on. Thus, it 
was the goal of the NEP to establish a strong group of middle-class, 
educated and industrious Malays. By the 1990s, it was obvious, from 
consumption patterns (Talib, 2000) and statistics, that this had been 
achieved. However, other scholars would argue that there is still a disparity 
within the Malay community, that is, there has been asymmetrical 
distribution of wealth within this community itself (Gomez and Jomo, 1997). 
With regards to the socio-cultural aspect of the Malays, much is still being 
debated (Taib, 1993; Sani, 1992). It is also interesting to note that both sets of 
identities, Melayu Barn and Bangsa Malaysia, do not seem to accommodate 
the aboriginality of the Orang Asli. Despite their differences in ethnicity, the 
Orang Asli have been categorically treated as a 'bumiputera', as indigenous 
to the land. (Roseman, 1998) However, the differences in distribution of 
rights and living status clearly are observable. (Dentan, et.al., 1997:85-150) 
Questions regarding what is wrong with the 'old Malay' (Taib, 1993), and 
how do the modern Malays fit into Mahathir's Vision 2020 (Sani, 1992) are 
still being raised. I shall discuss this in some length in Chapter 4, in relation 
to Rastam and her piece, Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya. 
In this chapter, I have narrated the story of the emergence of Malaysia 
and Singapore as postcolonial nations and their dealings with race. I have 
presented these societies as complex and replete with disjunctures and 
ruptures, brought on by social and political changes. I have also presented 
these changes as the result of racial tensions, a legacy of colonial rule. In the 
case of Singapore, globalisation has heightened the race issue with its 
present emphasis on 'Asian-ness' (specifically, East-Asia), while 
globalisation has led to economic and cultural liberalisation as evinced in the 
display of Malaysia's multiculturalism at the Citrawarna parade. The next 
chapter follows on with this discussion, focusing particularly on the ways in 
which the State (raised in this chapter) formulates cultural policies that affect 
musical practices. The State discourse produces the conditions in which 
composers such as Rastam, Fernando, Phoon and Tan work. 
Chapter3 
The State and the conditions of performance: 
contemporary musical practices 
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As Everett (2004a) raises (and as I have discussed briefly in Chapter 1), 
the process of westernisation and modernisation has superimposed a 
modern/Western aesthetic value on non-Western societies, and thus, has 
relegated traditional practices to the margins. In the postcolonial era, State 
nationalising movements have seized the same aesthetic for the purpose of 
nation-building. This chapter tells the story of how the Malaysian and 
Singaporean States have appropriated the practice of western art music (its 
ensembles, composition and pedagogy) through their cultural policies to 
enter into the global cultural ecumene (Appadurai, 1996). Jennifer Lindsay 
argues that a nation's cultural policy is "part of [its] cultural expression" 
(2002:64) particularly in Southeast Asia. She states that "[c]ultural policy, 
legislation, bureaucracy, and education are all part of a context within which 
cultural forms work and function" (ibid.). This chapter aims to demonstrate 
the interplay of cultural policies, legislations, bureaucracy, education and 
infrastructure as part of the context that produces the field of production, 
the "art-culture system" (Lee, 2002), that Rastam, Fernando, Phoon and Tan 
work in. Through its cultural policies and their implementations, the State is 
able to design the cultural landscape by manipulating respective musical 
practices - traditional, neo-traditional, popular and western art music - to 
achieve its purposes. These policies are based on the respective ideologies of 
the State at that time, and these ideologies change over time (Wee, 2002; Lee, 
2002). Malaysia's earlier cultural policy was based on a Malay-centric 
purview; by the 1990s, this had changed from an ethnocentric purview to a 
nation-centric one (Tan, Sooi Beng, 1992 and 2003). Singapore, on the other 
hand, did not perceive culture as an important aspect of the nation and 
nation-building until the 1980s, when 'cultural ballast' was sought. Since 
then it has gradually carved itself an 'East-meets-West' niche with its 'Global 
City for the Arts' policy and slogan (Koh, 1989; Kwok and Low, 2002). 
Chapfn·3: 98 
Phoon Yew Tien's Nu Wa falls somewhat outside of this field as it was 
written in the late 1980s and was effected and affected by a different set of 
State policies, before the advent of the 'Global City of the Arts' policy. 
However, it is still interesting to see how he and his music became 
increasingly more accepted and gained capital as a result of the 
implementation of the more recent cultural policy. 
Thus, this chapter seeks to narrate the interconnectedness of State policies 
and the socio-cultural environment, and to demonstrate the responses and 
resistance of the practitioners to this State hegemony. To begin describing 
the field, I shall attempt to categorise the various and diverse musical 
practices currently observed in Kuala Lumpur and Singapore into general 
areas of traditional, neo-traditional, popular and western art music. This is 
followed by a more in-depth discussion of the practice of Western art music 
and syncretic forms, which are the two genres the composers in my case-
studies are working within. 
The task of categorising the contemporary musical practice in Malaysia 
and Singapore has proven to be a difficult task. Its multiculturalism, colonial 
legacy and ensuing hybridity, the impact of global popular culture, and the 
effect of State cultural policies on traditional arts and their uses have made 
the task of creating a general set of categories for musical practices in both 
countries rather difficult. Here, musical practice is defined as the production 
and consumption (composition and performance) of various styles and 
genres of music. There have been several ways of categorising musical 
practice in Malaysia and Singapore. I find each of these categories plausible 
yet they are not without problems. Matusky and Tan (2004) have categorised 
musical practices in Malaysia into two general categories of traditional and 
contemporary; there is a certain sense that the traditional practices are given 
preference in their discussion, although these practices are currently dying 
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out. It is more interesting to me to raise questions as to why many of these 
practices are being revived and reified especially in State institutions such as 
the Akademi Seni Kebangsaan (National Academy of Arts, Malaysia) and 
the Istana Budaya. Lee Tong Soon' s (1998 and 2005) assessment of the 
practice in Singapore is locked into the State ideology of multiculturalism 
and does not attempt to cross these racial/cultural boundaries. Musical 
practices are perceived within the CMIO paradigm, where practice is 
connected to ethnicity. Minni Ang's (2004) use of "great" and "little 
tradition" in her categorisation of the practice in Malaysia is highly 
problematic as its analysis is already prescribed with a hierarchy of greater 
and lesser, especially in this case where all folk genres are placed under the 
"little tradition". All these categorisations are based on a notion of cultural 
purity. Although they do allow for syncretism (for example, "syncretic 
forms"), it is dealt with on a rather superficial level and emphasises their 
deviations from the traditional genres. Nonetheless, it is not within the scope 
of this thesis to delve into an in-depth discussion of the musical practices 
from an anthropological perspective. Therefore, I shall only provide a broad 
categorisation of the practice, mainly based on my observations, interviews 
and (both primary and secondary) literature collected during my fieldtrips. 
GENERAL MUSICAL PRACTICES 
On very broad terms, musical practices in both Malaysia and Singapore may 
be divided into traditional, neo-traditional, Western art music, popular 
music and syncretic genres. The first group comprise of those who 
endeavour to maintain continuity with past practices, by perpetuating a 
specific style of performance and/or aesthetic. Ghanavenothan and M.R. 
Lenin, both from Singapore, teach and perform the Indian flute and veena 
respectively. They pass on a certain style of performance and knowledge to 
their students. They also perform on these instruments according to a 
Chapter 3: pcrjimmmce 100 
prescribed format. Similarly in Malaysia, there are groups of musicians who 
fit into this category; one of the performances I attended while in Kuala 
Lumpur was a concert entitled "Fusion Nite". Despite this title, there were 
quite a number of performances programmed that were traditional. There 
were performances of traditional Indian music by small ensembles made up 
of veena, mrdangam, tabla, flute and violin. The tradition may change over 
the course of time, as in the case of the use of violin in the aforementioned 
ensemble. However, the emphasis remains on maintaining continuity with 
the past. Further, the practice of traditional music is perceived as necessary 
for the preservation of cultural identity. The Petronas Performing Arts 
Group is another example of this category. They perform various traditional 
theatre, dance drama and music as an attempt to "featur[e] Malaysia's rich 
traditions and keep alive time-honoured local art forms" (Dewan 
Filharmonik Petronas Season Packages & Concert Calendar, 2004:37) for the 
purpose of "showcase[ing] the rich diversity of Malaysia". Ramlan Imam 
(personal communication, 2002), the head of the music department at the 
Akademi Seni Kebangasaan (National Arts Academy) in Malaysia, informed 
me that there are various ad-hoc ensembles of traditional musicians who 
meet regularly to perform (and/or merely to play together) Malay folk 
genres such as ghazal, keroncong and zapin. Chopyak (1985) and other 
scholars write that these genres are basically syncretic forms with Arabic, 
Hindustani and Portuguese musical styles as reflective of the diversity of the 
Peninsula's history. 
The second category, neo-traditional, is thus named for those who 
practice a modernised form of traditional music. They are organisations such 
as the Singapore Chinese Orchestra, Singapore Indian Orchestra and Choir, 
Dama Orchestra, Professional Cultural Center Orchestra, Gamelan Club and 
Rhythm in Bronze. These ensembles are made up of traditional instruments 
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but they reflect the attempt at and process of modernisation. They do not 
exist traditionally. These traditional instruments, as in the case of the 
Chinese and Indian orchestras, have been brought together in an attempt to 
modernise the musical cultures by mimicking the Western orchestra. In the 
case of the Gamelan Club and Rhythm in Bronze, these ensembles do not 
purport to restrict themselves to traditional performances but in fact, devise 
new ways of performance through syncretism and hybridity. Gamelan Club 
has fused gamelan traditions with jazz, while Rhythm in Bronze has crossed 
various gamelan and non-gamelan musical practices. Dama Orchestra, 
although using Chinese traditional instruments (erhu, yangqin and so on), 
mainly functions to accompany songs sung in Mandarin, popular in the 
1930s Shanghai music scene. 
Popular music (its consumption and performance), as with all aspects of 
society and culture in Malaysia and Singapore, is segmented according to 
race: Malay pop and rock singers such as Zainal Abidin, Ning Baizura, 
Search and nasyid boyband-like pop groups such as Raihan; Canto-pop 
(mainly imported from Hong Kong); Mando-pop (from Taiwan); filmi music 
(from Bollywood) and bhangra (especially in dance clubs in Kuala Lumpur 
and Singapore city). There are other genres such as World Music and 
American popular music that is favoured almost exclusively by the English-
and overseas-educated. Music festivals such as WOMAD (World of Music, 
Arts and Dance) festival have been held in Singapore, and the Rainforest 
World Music Festival is held annually in Kuching, Sarawak, organised by 
the Sarawak Tourism Board. Craig Lockard (1998) has written much on 
popular music in Malaysia and Singapore, covering the general areas of the 
genre in more details. I shall place more emphasis on western art music than 
the rest of the musical practices in both nations as the focus of my thesis. 
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The practice of western art music is a legacy of colonial days. Historical 
accounts relate that the practice of composing, performing and concert 
attendance, although mainly a practice of the colonial class was also taken 
up by local Malays and Chinese. After Malaysia's independence in 1957, the 
practice was deployed for nation-building, as seen with the establishment of 
such organisations as the RTM (Radio Television Malaysia) Orchestra. 
Although differently deployed, it was similar case in Singapore. The 
Singaporean composers were writing music based on nationalist themes, 
while the ensembles and such organisations were adamantly maintaining 
the purity of the tradition by performing mainly works from the canon. I 
shall discuss this in some detail later. Both historically and presently, this 
practice has a certain level of prestige attached to it, as it is affordable only to 
an economically privileged class. 
MALAYSIA 
The Malaysian State's support for the arts has always been aligned with the 
1971 National Culture Policy, which is to say, many of the art forms, 
performances and programmes supported financially and infrastructurally 
by the State have always been Malay-centric (Tan, Sooi Beng, 1992 and 2003). 
I have discussed this at some length in Chapter 2. Direct funding, licensing 
and the establishments of cultural/educational institutions are some of the 
instruments of this policy. Tan Sooi Beng (1992) has argued that the 
requirement for police permits (to perform and for the gathering of a group 
larger than four) is a means of censorship and of ensuring that State policies 
are followed. In my conversation with Mew Chang Tsing (of RiverGrass 
Dance Theatre) in 2002, she informed me that this legality was still in place 
and remains a hurdle for many performers and performances. As Tan 
argued, this form of censorship has also kept many non-Malay performances 
from the stage and prevented from access to funding, as they were deemed 
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not part of the national culture. Neo-traditional Chinese orchestras such as 
the Professional Cultural Centre Orchestra (PCCO), Dama Orchestra 
(another Chinese-based ensemble) and many ad-hoc ensembles from the 
Temple of Fine Arts rely solely on non-government funding to finance their 
institutions, programmes and performances. We recall from Chapter 2 of 
how the Policy has sought to re-invent Malay traditions (bangsawan and 
boria) and reifying popular icons of Malayness, and dissociating non-Malays 
from the formation of a national culture. 
In my interviews with them, both Chen Kham Chien (Publicity Manager 
and musician of PCCO) and Khor Seng Chiew (Music Director of Dama) 
lamented the financial restrictions they have to work within. Their 
performances rely on corporate funding and/or direct personal contribution 
from local ministers. In a response to an article on Kakiseni, Goh You Ping, a 
producer of children's theatre and Chinese-lanugage theatre, describes how 
Chinese associations acquire government funding for their production. She 
writes: 
When we organise an event, we got to put out our own money 
first, just go ahead with the show. Then we invite a Chinese 
minister or deputy minister to officiate the show or the closing, tell 
him how difficult it is, what the problems are, how little budget we 
have. Then later we invite him to make a speech, and he may say 
lah (sic) how much he is going to give us. 
(www.kakiseni.com/print/articles/features 28/7/05) 
Chen described a similar situation in our conversation in 2002. He was 
grateful for the support of the then Deputy Minister of Culture, Arts and 
Tourism, Ng Yan Yan (personal communication, 2002) whose support lent 
PCCO more publicity (in the local newspapers), and a better profile. This 
eventually led to several performances in the Istana Budaya (Palace of 
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Culture/National Theatre).1 A similar situation is demonstrated in the 
Shrutilaya Music School's organisation of Fusion Nite in December 2001: the 
Minister of Works, Dato' Seri S. Samy Vellu was invited to serve as the 
patron and to open the performance for that evening. These relationships of 
patronage are often established on the basis of cultural/racial identity. 
Corporate funding, thus, becomes an alternative to state funding for 
performances and programmes. The Festival of Music Kuala Lumpur 2001 
was co-organised with Expo Muzik 2001. The Festival was organised by a 
group of music educators (of various instruments and mainly free-lance) in 
Kuala Lumpur who call themselves Camerata dell' Arte. According to its 
main organiser, Khoo Hock Aun, to successfully fund the Festival, they had 
to seek the cooperation with traders and agents of musical instruments to 
provide the finances to organise the Festival (personal communication, 
2001). This was the only means available to them, as there was no financial 
support from any government body. The traders and agents paid to 
advertise and erect booths in the same hall the Festival was held in. I have to 
admit that although this effort should be applauded, the environment was 
not the most conducive for music performances. It was held in the Mid-
Valley Megamall, Kuala Lumpur's largest mall, as it would have cost too 
much to hold it in more conducive performing venues, such as the Istana 
Budaya for example. 
Alternative voices 
Despite a number of constructions for the arts, venues such as the Istana 
Budaya have remained out of reach for many non-government/local art 
performances due to the high rent. Hence, as both a response to this lack of 
1 Performance of "The Heroine" in 2000, and "Qing Feng" as part of the World Music 
Concert Series at Dewan Filharmonk Petronas (DFP)(translated as Petronas Philharmonic 
Hall) in 2003. 
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performance space and as a counter measure against the state's Malay-
centric support for the arts, alternative and privately-funded theatre groups 
and venues were established. In 1984, Krishen Jit, as a response to the ban on 
English-writing, established Five Arts Centre with Marion D'Cruz, Chin San 
Sooi, Redza Piyadasa and K.S. Maniam. It was established as a "multi-
disciplinary and multi-lingual" (Rowland, 2003:7), and I might add, multi-
cultural, for the "training, exhibition and produc[tion]" of the arts in 
Malaysia (www.emuang.org/FiveArts; accessed on 15/8/2001). It provided 
writers like Krishen Jit, K.S. Maniam, and Kee Thuan Chye a "more focused 
[and] stable environment in which to explore different ideas of language and 
performance" (Rowland, 2003:7). It also takes a more holistic approach to the 
arts and arts production, inclusive of dance, drama, visual art, performance 
and installation art, and limit their productions to Asian and/or Malaysian 
performances. 2 The Centre is committed to its aim of "leading Malaysians 
.towards a finer appreciation of their plural and multi-dimensional artistic 
heritage and promise" (Five Arts Centre website) as opposed to the mono-
ethnic nationalism professed by the government art institutions. Many of the 
plays staged by the Centre use "a mixture [of] locally-inflected English, local 
dialect and other languages" (Rowland, 2003:7). Others such as Kee's 1984 -
Here and Now and Chin San Sooi's Yap Ah Loy, The Play (1985) dealt with 
issues of race and race relations. 
Then in 1989, Joe Hasham and Faridah Merican established the Actors' 
Studio. In contrast to Five Arts Centre, the Actors' Studio focuses mainly on 
theatre productions and ventures into non-Asian dramas as well. It claims to 
be the first privately owned and operated theatre in Malaysia 
(www.theactorsstudio.com.my; accessed on 15/8/2001). Up until June 2003, 
2 I wish to thank Sue Philip for this information. 
3: 1.06 
the theatre company occupied two venues: one right in the centre of Kuala 
Lumpur and the other at a nearby suburb, Bangsar.3 With the help of YTL 
Corporation, they are the co-founders of the newly established Kuala 
Lumpur Performing Arts Centre.4 YTL Corporation is a holding company of 
power stations, water treatment plants and hotels, and its managing 
director, Tan Sri Francis Yeoh, is a long-time patron of local arts. The 
company under his directorship has sponsored the Penang-YTL Arts 
Festival since 2000, its chain of hotels have provided many musicians venue 
for performances and Yeoh himself has been the president of the Kuala 
Lumpur Symphony Orchestra for five years. Presently, the company has 
contributed RM25 million for the construction of Kuala Lumpur Performing 
Arts Centre at the heart of the city. The Centre was built to replace Actors' 
Studio performing venue at Dataran Merdeka, which was ruined as a result 
of the flood in 2003. 
More pertinent to this thesis is that in the last 15 years, both companies, 
Five Arts Centre and The Actors' Studio, have engendered an arts 
community that is privately funded and, therefore, outside the immediate 
attention of the State. This community has flourished and from it have 
emerged many artists (musicians, composers, dancers, performers, writers, 
and so on) such as Rastam and Fernando. These artists, away from the 
attention of the state and its instruments, have been able to negotiate an 
alternative to state-defined arts and practices and have successfully worked 
out a "new path": one that attempts to deal head-on with "a deeply 
embedded history of colonial and postcolonial ethnicization of society and 
3 The former location has since been flooded due to a monsoon downpour in 2003. 
4 The KLPac is founded by the Yayasan Budi Penyayang Malaysia (local non-
government agency), YTL Corporation and The Actors Studio. 
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may help negotiate a radically different path in the future" (Mandal, 
2001b:101-102). He says: 
Members of the arts community radically challenge the everyday 
rendering of the country in the ethnicized image, word, sound, and 
movement, by offering resonantly transethnic alternatives. They 
articulate the pluralist trends existing in society. They give meaning 
and direction to these trends through art and arts activism. Thus the 
arts gives substance, sense, and cohesion to the cultural solidarity 
that may be, or is, Malaysian (ibid:163). 
Nowhere is this 'transethnic alternative' better projected and highlighted 
than in English writing by Malaysians and in English-language theatre. 
English-language theatre is not a recent development; it has a history that 
goes back to colonial times. English-language writing and theatre today, 
however, has carved out a niche for itself, in terms of both local and foreign 
plays, and takes on the role of negotiating a transethnic alternative to the 
racialised/communal discourse prevalent in the Malaysian socio-cultural 
landscape. Interestingly, it is also within this space that allows for 
artists/writers/citizens to negotiate the authoritarian rule of the government 
(see Lo, 2004). The space provides for the "articulat[ion of a] common local 
identity in creative ways", a transethnic identity which draws on the 
multicultural/multilingual pool of resources (Mandal, 2000:1003). Between 
the years of 1990 to 1999, there were 69 local playwrights, and their works 
were "inspired by the multi-cultural mix of Malaysian society" (Rowland, 
2003:11). These plays use "a hodgepodge of dialects and languages in 
addition to English, offering a more inclusive view of what was national in 
Malaysia" (ibid.). Nonetheless, Diamond reminds us that the arts 
community and its patrons only make up a small sub-culture within the 
larger Malaysian society; further, it is limited to urban centres such as Kuala 
Lumpur and Penang, and to mainly the middle-class and the college-
educated (Diamond, 2002:8). 
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Another arena in which interculturalism5 is interrogated is contemporary 
dance. This dance genre creates a space in which traditional dances of the 
various cultures are synthesised, presenting a hybrid Malaysian creation for 
the Malaysian people. Mew Chang Tsing, a more recent addition to this list, 
is the artistic director of RiverGrass Dance Theatre, established in 1996. It is 
committed to "establish[ing] a Malaysian identity that future generations 
can identify with" (www.rivergrass.com.my/new/; accessed on 12/5/02). 
Mew expresses that she seeks to "do something Malaysian" 
(www.kakiseni.com/articles/people/MDM4Mg.html; accessed on 12/5/02). 
She defines Malaysian culture not as Malay culture but as 
a distinct blend of often separately identified cultures such as Malay, 
Chinese and Indian. She thinks Malaysians can be too 
compartmentalised when looking at themselves. Mew herself is a 
product of an "inter-cultured" society - her word ... She thinks 
Malaysians are "inter-cultured". "You only have to look at our every 
day language and food, such as roti canai and laksa, to see that we 
are much more mixed culturally than we sometimes think" (ibid.). 
She attempts to interrogate her conception of interculturalism in the 
contemporary dances that the Theatre features: Lady White Snake, Re: Lady 
White Snake, Qi, Nusantara, etc., by "creat[ing] a new dance vocabulary which 
blends all the different movements" (ibid.). Lady White Snake, a dance drama 
based on a Chinese mythical fable featuring four characters: White Snake, 
Green Snake, Scholar and Monk, was first staged in 1996 and produced by 
the Selangor and Kuala Lumpur Kwangsi Association, then by Actors Studio 
later that same year. Re: Lady White Snake is a more theatrical presentation of 
the same drama and with new cast to perform the roles of the Scholar and 
5 I prefer to use "intercultural" as opposed to Mandal's "transethnic" particularly in 
relation to my discussion of the art forms, as "interculturalism" (as raised in Chapter 1) 
attempts to explicate the intersections of different cultures by exploring the space in-
between two cultures. "Transethnic", however, merely refers to the crossing of ethnic 
borders, without problematising the meeting points of two ethnic groups. 
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Monk. The movements and gestures employed in both productions (Lady 
White Snake and Re: Lady White Snake) are amalgamations and syntheses of 
the various traditions the performers stem from. Mew brings Chinese and 
Balinese movements, Lee Swee Keong who plays the role of the Green Snake 
introduces Butoh movements and depending on the other two casts, they 
have weaved into the production Indian dance gestures, kung fu and silat 
movements, and the angular movements from Thai and Malay dancing 
(Khoo, Sunday Star, 8/7/01). The accompanying music, provided by Bernard 
Goh of Hands Percussion, is made up of synthesised sounds to produce a 
mystical atmosphere, akin to 'new-age' music, at once belonging nowhere 
and everywhere. 
Vision 2020 and visions of modernity 
Since the introduction of Vision 2020, the sociocultural landscape of 
Malaysia has changed. Apart from the need to form a 'Bangsa Malaysia' 
(see Chapter 2), Mahathir' s working paper also emphasised the need to 
develop Malaysia's human capital (see www.epu.my; accessed 22/10/02). 
This led to such developments as the establishment of a national institute for 
the arts, Akademi Seni Kebangsaan (ASK) in 1994, under the auspice of the 
Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism. It offers programmes in music, 
dance, theatre, writing and cinematography, and courses in traditional 
Malay instrumental and vocal techniques, Western classical music, 
traditional Indian and Chinese dances, Malay theatre arts (wayang kulit), and 
so on. It is clear from the course programmes and performances that the 
emphasis and direction of the academy is still very much within the 
constraint of the National Culture Policy. Taking for example, the large-scale 
productions of the various genres of Malay theatre, such as the wayang kulit 
and bangsawan, these performances are advertised widely and are performed 
in large halls as in the national theatre. (See www.istanabudaya.gov.my and 
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www.ask.edu.my) Other institutions have also been formed to boost 
Malaysia's cultural/human capital, such as Pusat Kebudayaan dan Kesenian 
Sultan Abdul Aziz (Sultan Abdul Aziz Centre for Culture and the Arts) at 
the Universiti Putra Malaysia, and Culture Centre at University of Malaya 
for western art music and traditional music pedagogy. 
In addition, two large arts were built in the 1990s: the Dewan 
Filharmonik Petronas (Petronas Philharmonic Hall) (DFP) and the national 
theatre, Istana Budaya. Istana Budaya presently houses the National 
Symphony Orchestra, Istamuzika (Malay traditional music ensemble), 
National Choir, National Youth Choir and the National Cultural Troupe, 
Artistana. The idea for the construction of a national theatre was raised in 
1971, but construction did not begin until 1995. Its total construction cost 
was RM210 million, and it was designed by local designer Muhammad 
Kamar Yaakob. Its hall has a seating capacity of 1,469. The designs 
incorporate various "aspects of the Malay culture" (Zainal Alam Kadir, NST, 
14/8/99); for example: 
The base is the shape of a floating wau bulan [traditional moon 
kite], while the more visible parts of the structure, particularly the 
top, was inspired by the sirih junjung, a multitier floral 
arrangement of betel leaves that feature in traditional weddings 
(ibid.). 
It was envisioned to rival other theatre halls around the world, the Royal 
Albert Hall in London and Sydney's Opera House, for example. Much 
emphasis was placed in its "state-of-the-art stage equipment", 
(www.istanabudaya.gov.my, accessed on 22/8/03) The New Straits Times 
reporting 
The auditorium is fully wired with the latest technology man can 
buy. The whole complex also has the latest facilities. Everything is 
computerised and operations could go at clockwork precision. 
Even if one is a seasoned hand in local theatres, one can still find 
the facilities intimidating .. . it is a versatile for almost any 
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performances. From Verdi's Aida (with the pyramids and all), 
Andrea Lloyd-Webber's Miss Saigon (the helicopter scene is 
definitely possible here) to his Phantom of The Opera (with the 
crashing chandelier) ... The stage also comprises four proscenium 
stages that could be modified and adjusted according to the needs 
of each staging. "That means you can have multi-level performing 
areas if you please, which could also appear and disappear at the 
touch of a button," Ramlan [Amir, the manager of the building] 
said. (Zainal Alam Kadir, NST, 14/8/99) 
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The article goes on to describe the building's sophisticated stage 
mechanisms. Suffice it to say its construction and grandeur was much 
lauded in the local newspapers, and raised many expectations among local 
arts practitioners. Valerie Ross was one of them. She, a local composer 
currently holding teaching positions in various arts colleges and a well 
respected international composer, lamented (in preparation for this project) 
that despite the technology that Istana Budaya is reputed to have, it has 
remained a closed door to many local performances (personal 
communication, 2000). Even as the writer of the previous news article 
mentioned, "the complex is c;:ertainly not for just any amateur works" (ibid.). 
Ross was hopeful that finally her compositions could be performed locally, 
as there is now a stage with the appropriate mechanisms for the 
performances. She was turned away. 
Istana Budaya mainly welcomed performances by large ensembles, 
predominantly by its own National Symphony Orchestra in collaboration 
with visiting orchestras from Japan, the National Choir and other in-house 
ensembles. The concert brochure for the 2002 series advertises three 
international touring musicals (Fame - the Musical, Chang & Eng and Cats), 
two cultural/dance troupes (Okinawa Song & Dance Theatre Chura and 
Memorandum - DumbType from Japan), one international theatre production 
(The Merchant of Venice by the Royal Shakespeare Company), three local 
theatre production (Merdeka! Merdeka! Merdeka!, Tengku Anum and Mahsuri -
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the Legend of Langkawi), three performances of popular music (both local and 
non-local repertoire) accompanied by the National Symphony Orchestra, 
and two performances from the western art music repertoire (Shigenori 
Kudo - A Tribute to Mozart and The 9th Piano Festival). It is apparent that 
only two kinds of performances were welcomed: Malay performing arts and 
international shows.6 
Dewan Filharmonik Orchestra (DFP) was the other major construction 
for the arts built during the 1990s. Its opening was lauded as "mark[ing] the 
start of the country's classical music season" (BT, 14/8/98), despite the latter's 
long presence in both colonial and postcolonial Malaysia. Both local and 
international newspapers reported the new and sophisticated technology the 
building is reputed for: its traditional 19th century European shoebox design 
of the main concert hall, its "adjustable ceiling" (Associated Press 
Newswires, 13/8/98), the "echo-dampening panels [that] line the walls and 
balconies", and "44-stop pipe organ, stretching from floor to ceiling" and its 
strategic position at the "foot of the 88-story Petronas Twin Towers, the 
world's tallest building". Petroliam Nasional Berhad (Petronas), Malaysia's 
national petroleum company is fully owned by the government. The 
corporation, established in 1974, controls all oil and gas resources in 
Malaysia. It is now an international company with investments in 35 
countries. Its nationalism extends beyond its immediate business of oil and 
gas production and development. It contributes to the community through 
education, directly through the establishments of various educational 
institutions, and indirectly through scholarships offered 
(www.petronas.com.my; accessed on 21/2/05). The MPO (Malaysian 
6 Both the PCCO and Dama Orchestra had performed in Istana Budaya, in 2000 and 
2003 respectively. However, those were rare occasions as is evinced in the concert 
programmes year after year. In fact, PCCO's performance was not listed in that year's 
programme. 
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Philharmonic Orchestra), like the Galeri Petronas (Petronas Gallery) and the 
Petronas Performing Arts Group, is another of its community project to 
promote culture and the arts locally as a mean to "[contribute] to the people 
and development of the country" (MM, 17/8/98). The Petronas website has 
proudly claimed that the construction of the hall has "provided musicians 
from around the world, as well as Malaysians, with an opportunity to 
contribute to the richness and diversity of the evolving musical culture in 
Malaysia" (www.petronas.com.my/dfpmpo/dfp.nsf; accessed on 6/7/01). 
Both the MPO and Petronas Performing Arts Group are housed in the DFP, 
which is located at the base of the now famous Twin Towers, reputed to be 
the tallest buildings in Asia.7 The complex is sited in Petronas' largest urban 
development project, the Kuala Lumpur City Centre (KLCC), a 40-hectare 
site in the very heart of urban Kuala Lumpur. 
What I have sought to illustrate in these last few paragraphs is the 
seemingly superfluous demonstration of wealth (culturally and 
economically) of the Kuala Lumpur urban landscape, particularly with the 
addition of the Istana Budaya and the KLCC complex. Khoo (1995) writes 
that Vision 2020 in summary, envisages "Malaysia transforming itself into a 
'fully developed country' by the year 2020" (1995:327). Bunnell refers to the 
sudden 'explosion' of infrastructure (and in particularly grand structures for 
culture and the arts) as both a "representative of and performative m 
Malaysia's global reorientation from the 1990s" (2004:67). He continues: 
I consider the Petronas Towers' symbolic function of projecting 
Malaysia, marking the city and nation on world maps as a modern 
and 'investible' metropolis (ibid.). 
7 The Petronas Towers were the world's tallest building until the completion of Taipei 
101in2004. 
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Similarly, culture and cultural products are being reified for the 
performative construction of Malaysia's modernity and entry into the global 
community. The Malaysian Philharmonic Orchestra is an excellent case in 
point. 
MPO: the symbol of modern Malaysia 
At its debut, only 5 out of 105 members of the Malaysian Philharmonic 
Orchestra (MPO) were Malaysians. The rest were from various parts of the 
world, 22 countries altogether: most of whom were from various parts of 
Europe (including Hungary and the Czech Republic), the United States and 
Australia, and some from Japan and China. Musicians are paid handsome 
salaries to entice them away from the Euro-American centre of classical 
music: a minimum annual salary of USD40,000, equal to what is offered in 
Europe, and "twice the starting salary of SSO [Singapore Symphony 
Orchestra] musicians" (ST, 19/2/97). Its repertory until quite recently, has 
remained very much within the western art music symphonic canon: 
Mozart, Beethoven, Mahler, and Shostakovich, with the exceptional pieces 
by Rautavaara to Takemitsu. (See concert calendar 2001/2002, 2002/2003, 
2003/2004, and 2004/2005.) 
Of the top three positions of directorship at the MPO, two are held by 
foreigners: Kees Bakels (Music Director from 1997 to 2004) from Amsterdam 
and Kevin Field (Associate Director) from England. Ooi Chean See was born 
in Penang and holds the position of Resident Conductor. Bakels has held 
various conducting positions with orchestras in Europe and Canada before 
his appointment to the MPO. He conducts most of the main concerts. Ooi 
studied conducting with Volker W angenheim in Cologne, and has received 
international recognition from various European orchestras (mainly in 
Germany), and conducting positions with orchestras in South America and 
other parts of Southeast Asia. She is assigned concerts in the Family Fun 
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Days and Encounter series. Field currently holds the position of Associate 
Director. He is in charge of the Outreach and Education programme and 
conducts most of the contemporary compositions performed by the 
Orchestra. He has also successfully established the MPO Forum for 
Malaysian Composers, which had its first season in 2004. Among the three 
.top positions and personnel, he is portrayed in the Orchestra publications as 
one who is attempting to establish rapport with local composers and 
audience. He has been credited to have "developed Asia's leading new 
music series with over 70 new works premiered in Malaysia" (MPO Concert 
Calendar 2003/2004:52). Other than organising the MPO Forum for 
Malaysian Composers, he has also facilitated collaborations and 
commissions of local works, such as Fernando's Wayang, in 2002, for 
gamelan and orchestra. 
The establishment of the MPO was announced as part of Malaysia's great 
leap forward towards "Mahathir' s dream of engineering a developed nation 
by the 2020". (AP, 13/8/98) It was justified by the former Prime Minister's 
wife and patron of the MPO, Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali as a means 
to "enrich the development of the fine arts and culture among Malaysians" 
(NST, 23/4/97), and as part of "the Government's efforts to nurture the 
development of a lifestyle that is rich in culture, music and arts" (ibid.). It 
was also meant for "Malaysians from all walks of life" (MM, 17/8/98) and the 
"improv[ement of] the quality of [their] life in this city and nation" (ibid.), to 
"create a flourishing musical culture in Malaysia and with it, more career 
opportunities for our youth" (MM, 10/8/98). The Orchestra was claimed as 
"our orchestra" (NST, 3/9/97), and within a short period of time gained the 
status as "pride of the nation" (NST, 25/9/04). It was also accorded the title as 
"Malaysia's music ambassador" (BT, 21/9/01) for its role in "putting 
Malaysia on the international cultural map" (ST, 20/8/99). The government 
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was praised for its vision because the MPO was taking the nation into "a 
new era in music" (MM, 17 /8/98). 
Despite a general positive reception of the MPO, not everyone was 
pleased with it. There were many questions raised regarding its obvious 
"transplant" (ST, 12/11/03). Despite the warm embrace of the Orchestra as 
"our orchestra", there were those who commented on the fact that the 
orchestra is "almost an exclusive import of classical music from everywhere 
else - there are no home-grown players" (New Sunday Times, 1/6/03)8• It is 
questionable how the MPO is "our orchestra" when the two of the top three 
positions of the orchestra are held by foreigners, and when it is apparent 
-that there are less than ten Malaysians out of 105 members of the Orchestra 
(www.malaysianphilharmonic.com; accessed 26/9/05). The MPO's seeming 
reluctance to perform local compositions was also highlighted (MM, 
12/11/03). Despite its claim that the Orchestra is for all Malaysians, there is a 
stigma of elitism associated with it: firstly, the high prices of the tickets (the 
cheapest at the furthest row costs around RM1009), and secondly, the strict 
dress code requirements of "long-sleeve batik" or "lounge suite" Geans, t-
shirts and sneakers are strictly forbidden). I was told that students who were 
inappropriately dressed were turned away at the door. These restrictions 
limit the audience to an elite group who can afford, "largely middle-and 
upper-income families and professionals, especially among the Chinese" 
(New Sunday Times, 1/6/03). Furthermore, there is no justifiable need for the 
establishment of another orchestra when there already exist three other 
orchestras: National Symphony Orchestra, Kuala Lumpur Symphony 
Orchestra and RTM (Radio Television Malaysia) Orchestra. 
8 Most of these quotations in this paragraph are taken from letters-to-the-editor, written 
by the general public to the newspapers. 
9 This sum set in comparison to a meal at a reasonable restaurant for RM30. 
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Despite the mixed reception from Malaysians, many journalists (and 
other critics) have to admit that the MPO has successfully "staked its place 
in Southeast Asia" (ST, 9/6/01). Having established itself as a "musical 
superpower" (Times International Asia Ed., 5/7 /04), Malaysia is now ready to 
be a member of the "globalised cosmopolitan societies" (SMH, 26/10/04). For 
the orchestra, as with the Istana Budaya and the KLCC Towers, is just 
another "example of Malaysia Boleh! [If there is anything] that's better than 
this, I have yet to find it" (MM, 28/4/03), so wrote a local newspaper 
subscriber. 
Composers and their works 
Until recently, western art music has remained mostly at the peripheries of 
State policies. Its earlier role in nation-building had waned in the 1980s. In 
Malaysia's earlier history, the RTM (Radio Television Malaysia) Orchestra 
was the commissioning body of many local compositions that attempted to 
capture the 'essence' of the emerging nation in music through the use of folk 
idioms such as melodies, rhythms and a mixture of traditional instruments 
and the Western orchestra. The techniques and approaches involved 
"programmatic pieces based on historical events or folk tales", an 
appropriation of elements from various traditional musics, the juxtaposition 
of traditional and Western instruments, "variations of a familiar folk 
melody" and the "use of the Malay language and folk rhythms" (Chopyak, 
1987:443) Despite the use of the Western forms, harmonies, lyricism and 
instrumentation, Matusky and Tan assess that there are enough musical 
elements from Malay, Chinese and Indian music cultures to lend the music 
of this period a distinct "Southeast Asian and, in fact, a Malaysian flavour" 
(2004:393). The interest in western art music at the State level experienced a 
gradual decline upon the implementation of the National Cultural Policy in 
1971. The RTM Orchestra, under the leadership of Johari Salleh, held a series 
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of concerts, Orkes RTM, between 1979to1982. These concerts were mainly in 
popular music style, performing many of Johari Salleh's own arrangements 
and compositions. Each concert began with an instrumental piece based on a 
traditional or familiar Malay melody arranged in contemporary jazz-like 
style (Chopyak, 1987). Since he stepped down as Music Director and 
Conductor, the Orchestra has never regained its former stature. 
Private and public music institutions began to emerge in earnest in the 
1990s. Apart from the ASK, there were the Pusat Kebudayaan dan Kesenian 
Sultan Abdul Aziz (Sultan Abdul Aziz Centre for Culture and the Arts) at 
the Universiti Putra Malaysia (Putra University of Malaysia), and Cultural 
Centre at University of Malaya. There were a number of private music 
institutions established in the 1990s, such as, Yamaha Music Academy, 
Sedaya College and the International College of Music (in association with 
Berklee College of Music, Boston). This last mainly focuses on jazz and 
contemporary music. Many composers, performers and music educators 
have graduated from these institutions, and have pursued further studies in 
Europe, the U.S. or Australia. There they were trained in 20th century 
compositional techniques (serialism, atonality, polyrhythm, electronic 
techniques, and so on), and upon the basic tools they also employ 
musical and philosophical elements from traditional Asian music 
cultures, finding new ways of using and playing traditional musical 
instruments, using computers and other elements of modern 
technology. In effect, these young composers have begun the 
process of developing a new musical style that reflects their own 
personal taste and, at the same time, attempts to maintain a 
continuity in establishing an Asian and, indeed, a Malaysian 
identity (Matusky and Tan, 2004:393-394). 
The establishments of new ensembles, both large and small, government 
funded or not, have opened up opportunities for composers to write for 
them; groups such as Rhythm in Bronze, Hands Percussion, Professional 
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Cultural Centre Orchestra and the MPO. Both experienced and emerging 
composers have been persuaded to develop repertoire for the new 
ensembles. Rhythm in Bronze is an excellent case in point. Many local 
composers have written for this group; Sunetra Fernando, Saidah Rastam, 
Tan Sooi Beng, Suhaimi Mohd. Zain and Ariff Ahmad have take up the 
challenge to write for a new and mixed ensemble, based on the Malay 
gamelan. They have endeavoured to "bring a new Malaysian identity to 
gamelan music" (Matusky and Tan, 2004:398), using "large and new formal 
structures, vocal parts and adaptations of other Southeast Asian gamelan 
styles as well as instrumental combinations from Malaysia's diverse 
cultures". Among these compositions are: Sembuh Sudah, Three Pieces for 
Scorpion Orchid and 10-sen (Sunetra Fernando), With (Saidah Rastam), 
Perubahan (Tan Sooi Beng), and Suasana (Suhairni Mohd. Zain). Rhythm in 
Bronze has also collaborated with other groups like Hands Percussion, 
Petronas Performing Arts Group and many other soloists in their 
performances. Most notable was their collaboration with members of the 
MPO and Petronas Performing Arts Group at the Dewan Filharmonik 
Petronas, in 2002. Fernando was commissioned by the MPO (initiated and 
facilitated by Kevin Field, the Associate Conductor) to write a piece for 
gamelan and Western instruments. She wrote Wayang for gamelan, Malay 
asli voice, harp, clarinet, cello and Malay percussion. 
The recent recognition of the Professional Cultural Centre Orchestra 
(PCCO) by the then Deputy Minister of Arts, Culture and Tourism, Datuk 
Ng Yan Yan, has engendered more performing opportunities, which also 
required additions to their repertoire. Chew Hee Chiat was given such an 
opportunity. As the youngest conductor, he was the Music Director of the 
orchestra from 1996 to 2003, before being seconded to Hong Kong. He is a 
graduate of the University of South Carolina, and had conducted with the 
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university orchestra as well as performed (as cellist) with the Southeast 
Missouri State University Orchestra. His composition, Dizi and Small 
Orchestra, written for the PCCO, experiments with blending Chinese 
orchestral instruments with "some Malay 'flavor'" (PCCO Tenth Year 
Initiator, 1999:65). He writes of his wish to witness an increase in the 
numbers of 
excellent and more importantly, original compositions of style that 
we can call our own - a true "made-in-Malaysia" product ... Let's 
wish that Chinese orchestral music can make its way to the 
mainstream music industry in Malaysia; and even break through 
international boundaries for its ultimate development (ibid.:69). 
(emphasis original) 
His desire is for Chinese music to contribute towards the construction of a 
Malaysian music canon and to participate in the flag-waving slogan of 
'Malaysia Boleh!'. 
Kevin Field, the Associate Conductor of the MPO, has also played major 
role in developing local compositions. Due to his interest in contemporary 
music, he conducts a regular series of concerts of the new and the 
unfamiliar. Apart from Fernando, the MPO (through him) has 
commissioned Chong Kee Yong and Tazul Tajuddin to write for the 
orchestra. It was also his creation and hard work that the MPO Forum for 
Malaysian Composers took place in 2003. The objective for the workshop-
based Forum was to create opportunities for local composers and their 
works, and to "develop Malaysian composers within the context of an 
orchestra" (www.petronas.com.my/dfpmpo/mpo.nsf/Menu/Encounter; 
accessed on 8/8/03) and to "provide the environment to nurture and develop 
local composers". The website continues: 
By encouraging the growth of local talents and the creation of new 
works, the MPO hopes to perform even more Malaysian written 
compositions for the local audience (ibid.) 
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The Forum has successfully unearthed a few more local composers, such 
as Ahmad Muriz Che Rose, Adeline Wong Yi Mei, Johan Awang Othman, 
Tay Poh Gek, Chong Kee Yong and Vivian Chua Hui Kiang: All of these 
candidates have received training either in the U.S. or Europe. Ahmad 
Muriz is a graduate of the Boston Conservatory in the U.S., Johan Awang 
Othman who now teaches at the University Sains Malaysia (Science 
University of Malaysia) studied under Ned Rorem in the U.S., and Chong 
still resides in Belgium even after completing his studies at the Royal 
Flemish Conservatory of Music in Brussels. Chong won the opportunity to 
enter the MPO International Composers Competition and was awarded the 
winner of that Competition in 2004. 
SINGAPORE 
Unlike Malaysia, in the early years of its national history, Singapore had 
paid very little attention to culture and the arts (Koh, 1989). State-supported 
art/cultural organisations, such as the National Theatre and the Singapore 
People's Association, mainly focused on "general cultural activities" (Ting, 
et. al. 1990:98), and not specifically on "creative musical work[s]" (ibid.) such 
as composing. The Singapore Music Society (previously the Singapore 
Philharmonic) put up choral and orchestral concerts that sometimes featured 
visiting artists from overseas. (Ting, et. al., 1990) Among some of the regular 
concerts was the performance of Handel's Messiah. The Singapore 
Symphony Orchestra was formed in 1979 under the conductorship of Choo 
Hoey, and performed repertoire that staunchly remained within the 
European canon; and local compositions were shunned. 
1989 Report of Advisory Council on Culture and the Arts 
As previously discussed in Chapter 2, Singapore's economy was thriving by 
the early 1970s leading to stronger sense of nationhood. In the 1980s, 
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however, the changes wrought by the processes of quick modernisation and 
the reshuffling of living space brought on by the housing policy (Lai, 1995) 
were accompanied by social ills deemed as the result of "West-toxification" 
(Wee, 2000:134). The perception and attitude towards arts and culture 
changed as a result; in the 1980s when "Asian values" and traditions were 
called upon to counter the evil of Westernisation (Wee, 2000 and so on). In 
1989 the Advisory Council on Culture and the Arts was formed to assess this 
situation. One of their assertions in the report was to "give [the] nation its 
unique character" (Renaissance City Report, 2000:12). The report drew 
attention to the multicultural nature of Singapore's social landscape, and 
recommended that this "unique character" emerge from this diversity. In 
essence, this report agrees with the need for cultural ballast. The re-
discovery of tradition and culture (after adopting a culture of pragmatism 
since independence (Wee, 2000) ), are based on an ethnic discourse, and 
racialised along the State's CMIO (Chinese-Malay-Indian-Other) brand of 
multiculturalism. As a result, we observe the formation of State-sponsored 
ensembles such as the Singapore Malay Orchestra, Singapore Indian 
Orchestra and Choir, and in 1995, the conversion and incorporation of the 
amateur People's Association Chinese Orchestra to the professional 
Singapore Chinese Orchestra (SCO). Thus, each ethnic community is 
represented by its apropos ensemble of traditional instruments: Singapore 
Chinese Orchestra, Singapore Indian Orchestra and Choir, and Singapore 
Malay Orchestra, with the Singapore Symphony Orchestra, Singapore Lyric 
Opera and various other Western-based ensembles invariably representing 
the "Others". 
As Lee noted, cultural performances such as the Chinese Street Opera are 
mobilised as symbols for the "cultural ideal of possessing a strong heritage 
in a rapidly modernising social space" (2002:150). Similarly with these music 
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performance groups, they have become the embodiments of the 'modern' 
and 'traditional'. Taking the SCO for example, it is perceived and conceived 
as the musical arts for the Chinese in Singapore. In recent years, it has been 
transformed into a musical ambassador for (Chinese) Singapore. At its 
inauguration as the newly-corporatised SCO in 1997, it was announced as 
the first Chinese orchestra outside of China to gain professional status. The 
occasion was important because it affirmed the SCO' s "leading role in the 
field of Chinese orchestra music in Singapore" (Twin Celebrations10, 2001:19). 
In his inauguration speech, Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, who 
became the patron of the Orchestra, announced that "the setting up of 
Singapore Chinese Orchestra Co Ltd was a milestone in the development of 
the arts in Singapore ... and [provides] Chinese orchestral music lovers with 
spiritual nourishment as Singapore moves towards becoming a developed 
nation" (TC:20). In its new capacity as the embodiment of 'modernised 
Chinese', it now seeks to vie for the position as forerunner of modern 
cultural China globally. In collaboration with the Ministry of Education, "A 
Thousand Musician Concert" was staged at the Singapore Indoor Stadium 
on first day of January 2000. It numbered 1,400 musicians, both professionals 
and amateurs. It was proclaimed as "the first in the history of Chinese music 
in Singapore. It was also the largest Chinese music concert ever staged in the 
world" (TC:27). This ostentatious display of Chinese-ness is a demonstration 
of the Chinese hegemony within Singapore. It is also a show of strength that 
demands recognition and acknowledgement as a 'true member' of the global 
Chinese community. That is to say, that Singapore's Chinese-ness is not 
diminished although it is not geographically located in China. 
10 Hereforth as TC. 
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National Arts Council: patron. employer and entrepreneur 
The Report of the Advisory Council on Culture and the Arts of 1989 started 
a deluge of changes on the Singaporean socio-cultural fa<;ade. One of these 
changes is the formation of the National Arts Council in 1991, under the 
Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts. Its mission is to 
"nurture the arts and make it an integral part of the lives of the people of 
Singapore" (www.nac.gov.sg, accessed 28/7/05), and envisions developing 
"Singapore into a distinctive global city for the arts". One of the strategies 
the Council has adopted to carry out this vision and mission is by 
identify[ing], develop[ing] and provid[ing] total support for artists 
and arts group through grants, arts housing subsidies, 
commissioning of works, and overseas touring and promotion 
(ibid.). 
In contrast with Malaysia, where both the State and corporations almost 
seem to have an equal share of the arts funding pie, the Singaporean 
government through its arm, the National Arts Council, plays a much more 
significant role in arts sponsorship, especially through its funding or grant 
schemes. 
There is a range of grant schemes available to musicians and performing 
groups, which are based on track record, experience and some sort of 
recognition. In my conversation with Stacey Tan, the Artistic Development 
Director at the Council in 2002, she explains that for an artist to win such a 
grant, he/she must "have a certain level of standard" (personal 
communication, 2002). Both herself and Goh Ching Lee, the Singapore Arts 
Festival director, could not specify for me what this 'standard' may be. 
Nonetheless, based on the list of recipients thus far and composers 
promoted by them, an artist/composer may be judged to be of this "certain 
standard" when he/she has an arts degree and especially if it is from a well-
recognised institution in the West. To name a few: Ho Chee Kong is a 
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graduate of College-Conservatory of Music at the University of Cincinnati in 
the U.S., Leong Yoon Pin was a student of Nadia Boulanger in Paris, and 
Joyce Koh is a graduate of University of York under the tutelage of the late 
Nicola LeFanu. This emphasis on training, and especially training from 
Western institutions, is a natural process of elimination for those who do not 
quite meet this requirement. On a more positive note, those with raw talent 
are encouraged to apply for bursaries and scholarships to acquire this 
training. The NAC also presents yearly awards for artistic excellence and 
deserving patrons who contribute to the promotion and development of the 
arts. The Cultural Medallion Award is one of these examples. Phoon Yew 
Tien is the 1996 recipient of this award. The cycle of patronage (from 
corporations), commission and performances is guaranteed in some ways by 
the award system. Corporate patrons who faithfully contribute (financially) 
to the arts are recognised, which is beneficial to the NAC and the arts 
community in general because it ensures a financial pool for further 
commissions and sponsorships. It is also beneficial to the corporations to 
continue their patronage as it a form of advertisement and promotion. 
The NAC sees itself as the facilitator of opportunities for performances, 
workshops and collaborations (both locally and internationally). Jennifer 
Lindsay (2002) wrote that in Singapore, the state through its agency does not 
only function as patron and employer, but also as "merchant-impresario" 
(2002:68). The state serves as an entrepeneur for culture and the arts, akin to 
an "entrepot" (ibid.) in its role in the trading and assembling of the cultural 
commodity. Stacey Tan relates how the agency develops opportunities for 
artists; she described one of the tasks of her department is to link artists with 
an international network of sponsors and artists. She said: 
We have a separate division that does international relations. [This 
division] market our artists and profile them in overseas markets. 
Most recent event was the athlete arts market, which was held two 
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months ago, in April. It is a separate division, but it complements 
what my division does. It also connects sponsors with arts groups 
(personal communication, 2002). 
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As Kwok and Low (2002) elaborated, the NAC serves as a "matchmaker 
between corporate sponsor and the artists" and is the "major canvassing 
body for arts sponsorship" (2002:162). Through its program "Patron of the 
Arts A wards", it manages to reward corporations for sponsoring the arts 
with its "stamp of approval" and also its "strong advertising power" (ibid.). 
The Singapore Festival of Arts started in 1986 as a biennial festival, and 
came under the newly-formed NAC in 1991. Goh Ching Lee, the 
Programme Director for the annual Arts Festival, similarly conceives the 
Festival as an arts market: an opportunity for other festival programmers to 
observe and pick out potential artists and performances. She said: 
It's very much about giving space and resources for composers to 
really, a platform for them to develop their craft and to showcase 
their works, not only to local audience but to the wider 
international artistic community. Because increasingly we are 
inviting and receiving more visitorship from international 
programmers, people who run festivals - from Australia, or from 
other festivals in the region, in Asia or Europe. They've been 
coming to see the work presented by Singapore artists and also 
Asian artists. This is also their interest in coming, to see what is 
different, in terms of programming - what is new here, compared 
to European works that they can see back home anytime. (Personal 
communication, 2001) 
Under her directorship, the Festival has served to provide 
space and resources for composers . . . a platform for them to 
develop their craft and to showcase their works, not only to local 
audience but to the wider international artistic community 
(personal communication, 2001). 
The Festival is an annual event held in the month of June, with a range of 
programmes from visual arts to performing arts, from street carnival-like 
performances to operatic ones in concert halls. The Festival aspires to be an 
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international event, and as publicised in its official website in 2002, "with a 
distinctly Asian identity" 
(www.nac.gov.sg/main events html/Main events artsfest.html, accessed on 
12/2/02); it envisages itself as the Asian node of both local and international 
arts, from outside and within the Asia Pacific region. It also attempts to 
provide diversity in its programming, featuring works and performances 
from a variety of traditions and cultures, from traditional arts to modem 
avant-garde performances. The Festival commissions compositions from 
local composers and organises for performances of the pieces by either local 
or international ensembles: in 2000, Kelly Tang was commissioned to write 
Apocaplyso for the Warsaw Philharmonic Orchestra; in 2001 Ho Chee Kong 
was commissioned to write for the Zurich Symphony Orchestra; in the same 
year; Phoon Yew Tien was commissioned to write a cantata Confucius - the 
Cantata for the Singapore Chinese Orchestra, and in 2002 Tan Dun was 
commissioned to write for the Singapore Symphony Orchestra. It is obvious 
that the emphasis of the Festival is not only on collaborations but also on 
international collaborations. The Festival positions itself as a representative 
of Singaporean arts internationally: to promote local arts, to facilitate 
partnerships and collaborations for local artists and groups, and serve as 
both a resource and channel for incoming international interest on 
Singaporean arts and outgoing local ventures. According to Goh, the 
purpose behind these partnerships is "an important way of developing the 
work of local composers, and giving them some international profile" 
(personal communication, 2001). She continued to say: 
In the past, the mindset has always been to commission a local 
work to be performed by a local orchestra or ensemble. We tried to 
break the mindset, to think beyond just local terms - international 
receptivity in performing other works apart from the normal 
classics or their own new music by their own composers ... we are 
broadening borders for our own musicians (ibid.). 
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In the year 2000, there appeared to be shift towards such commissions 
and collaborations. Goh, in response to my question said: 
When we became an annual festival, there was a lot of rethinking 
and refocusing of the festival direction. There was greater 
commitment towards Singapore artists ... I took over the festival in 
2000, and I had my own ideas about what to do with the festival. 
My idea for the festival, in terms of programming, thinking in 
terms of concentric circles, of Singapore artists, Asian artists, and 
all the other artists (finger indicating), but with Singapore and Asia 
at the core (ibid.). 
Despite this change, there are still signs of discontentment with the NAC 
and the Arts Festival. Bang Wenfu, a composer who mainly works with 
commercial and theatre companies, voiced his dissatisfaction. He told me 
that despite the large sum of money set aside for the arts as a result of the 
Renaissance Report in 2000, 
there is a mis-allocation of these funds. They will still inject the 
money into foreign players, especially for the Esplanade ... People 
value foreign players more than local because they feel that [that 
will] benefit the Singapore people more on the whole ... But I feel 
they missed one point. What about us as artists? We die on the 
street (personal communication, 2002)? 
This view was echoed in Peterson's (1996) assessment of the Festival, 
especially with the construction of the Esplanade in the pipeline. Writing in 
1996, NAC's support for English-language Broadway-styled musicals (for 
example, Kampung Amber, directed by Glen Gooi with music by Dick Lee), 
had demonstrated its aim to gain the broadest appeal not only from its local 
audience but also from outside Singapore. Its support for such big-budget 
musicals is demonstrative of the economic rationale to fill seats in large halls 
as in the Esplanade, and also to further confirm its status as the cultural hub 
of Asia. Many of the Broadway musicals coming into the region are 
facilitated by the NAC, acting as the centre for arts marketing in the region. 
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Global Citv for the Arts (1995) and Renaissance City Report (2000) 
By 1995, the 'Global City' slogan11 was rehashed and modified to 'Global 
City for the Arts'. Tommy Koh, the then Chairman of the NAC, announced 
that it envisages Singapore as "a global hub for Asian arts" (Ministry of 
Information and Arts, 1995:29). Its "strategic location and ... cultural diversity" 
(ibid.) renders Singapore most suitable as an Asian hub for the arts. The 
development of this policy and its implementation and implications are well 
laid out in Kwok and Low's (2002) discussion. Suffice it to state the vision 
raised in the 1995 policy was further spelled out in the Renaissance City 
Report of 2000, which sets its two main goals for arts development as: 
1. To establish Singapore as a global arts city. We want to position 
Singapore as a key city in the Asian renaissance of the 21st century 
and a cultural centre in the globalised world. The idea is to be one 
of the top cities in the world to live, work and play in, where there 
is an environment conducive to creative and knowledge-based 
industries and talent. 
2. To provide cultural ballast in our nation-building efforts. In order 
to strengthen Singaporeans' sense of national identity and 
belonging, we need to inculcate an appreciation of our heritage 
and strengthen the Singapore Heartbeat through the creation and 
sharing of Singapore stories, be it in film, theatre, dance, music, 
literature or the visual arts. (Renaissance City Report, 2000:4) 
As a result of this Report, a large amount of funds (S$50 million) was 
channelled to arts organisations, infrastructure and events such as the 
annual Festival of the Arts, over a period of five years. The Singapore 
government, despite the various turns of events, had retained the model of 
developmentalism and rationality in its management of culture and the arts. 
The arts is rationalised as a contribution to the economy through its 
attraction to tourists, and an aid in nation-building by developing creativity 
and innovation especially through its arts education system. 
11 'Global City' was first used by S. Rajaratnam in 1972 (Wee, 2002). 
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As a 'global arts city', Singapore envisions itself as "Cultural capital of 
Asia", comparable to other Asian cities, such as Hong Kong, and non-Asian 
cities, such as Glasgow and Melbourne, in terms of cultural vibrancy. The 
goal of 'global arts city' encourages the development of a local Singaporean 
and pan-Asian voices, and reinforces the concept of Singapore as the 
'Gateway to Asia'. This is demonstrated through the Singapore Symphony 
Orchestra's (SSO) new direction. 
Asianisinq the SSO 
The SSO was founded at the time when Singapore had achieved economic 
stability with rapid industrialisation and urbanisation, and its discovery of 
its lack of cultural ballast. If we recall, the Speak Mandarin Campaign began 
in the same year that the SSO was founded, 1979. It was established to 
enhance Singaporean 'culture', or to represent the 'mature' Singaporean 
culture. (ST, 4/4/97) At the time of its founding, there were a total of 41 
members mainly from Europe and North America, under the baton of a local 
conductor, Choo Hoey. Choo held the position of principal conductor until 
1997, when he relinquished it to Lan Shui. Lan is born in Hangzhao, China, 
had his conducting debut with the Central Philharmonic Orchestra in 
Beijing, and subsequently held the position as conductor of the Beijing 
Symphony Orchestra. Upon winning a conducting fellow at the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic Institute Orchestra after graduate studies at Boston University, 
he was invited to join the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra as Conducting 
Affiliate. For the SSO, he seeks to elevate the standard of performance and 
reputation of the orchestra to international standing by working at 
developing a unique voice of the orchestra and revamping the concert 
programmes (www.sso.org.sg/dirinter.html; accessed on 24/9/01). 
During his tenure thus far, several changes have taken place (how much 
is due to his direction is still debatable). They include: the Asian series 
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"Sounds of Asia" (compositions by composers of Asian descent and fusion 
of instruments from various music cultures); the influx of musicians of Asian 
descent performing either 'Asian compositions' or 'Western compositions'; 
recording contracts with BIS of music by Alexander Tcherepnin; and the 
establishment of the composer-in-residence programme; and the revival of 
the New Music Forum for the premiere of works by local composers. 
Presently, the Orchestra boasts 90 musicians, 78 percent of whom are 
Singaporeans. It toured Hong Kong in 1998, Shanghai and Beijing in 2001 
and travelled to various cities in Italy, Hungary, Spain, the Czech Republic, 
United Kingdom, Greece and Turkey. The Orchestra will tour the U.S. in 
2005, performing in prestigious locations such as the Lincoln Center in 
Manhattan, featuring cellist Yo-Yo Ma and violinist Gil Shaham. Apart from 
an international agenda, the SSO has also participated in the National Arts 
Council's effort to deliver the arts (meaning 'high art') to the 'heartlanders': 
the residents of public housing estates located away from the city centre of 
Singapore island. In an attempt not to isolate the general public, the SSO has 
performed a semi-popular repertoire in shopping malls and outdoor venues. 
In 2002, with the completed construction of the state-of-the-art, but 
controversial, arts centre Esplanade - Theatres On The Bay, the Orchestra 
moved from its home at the Victorian Concert Hall to its new and larger 
premise. The complex itself is iconic of Singapore's aim to be the 'Global city 
for the arts' by being Asia's cultural hub. By establishing its headquarters 
there, the SSO is able to affirm its position as Asia's eminent orchestra with 
an international profile, as the embodiment of "new Asia Renaissance" 
(Kwok and Low, 2002:154). 
Working in tandem with the Singapore government's theme of 'Global 
city for the arts', and as a mean of acquiring a larger piece of the classical 
music market, the SSO has taken on the task of forging an 'Asian identity' 
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through its concert programmes. 'Asia' is represented in concert 
programmes, featuring works by composers of Asian descent and/or 
Western composers with an inclination towards all things Asia. In the 
concert advertised as Oriental Fantasy: Sounds of Asia Series on February of 
2003, the Orchestra performed Chen Pei-Xun's Tone Poem (1960), Piu Wen 
Jin's The Great Wall Cappriccio for erhu and orchestra, and Rimsky-
Korsakov' s Scheherazade, Op. 35. The synopsis accompanying the 
programme states: "The Singapore Symphony Orchestra's Conductor 
Emeritus Choo Hoey takes the listener to the Far East with orchestral works 
by Chinese composers and a famous work by a Russian composer inspired 
by the Orient" (Singapore Symphony Orchestra Concert Season Calendar 
2003, www.sso.org.sg/calendar.html; accessed on 29/9/01). 
Lan claims that the Orchestra is "helping the image of Singapore, letting 
Westerners know that this Asian country has a good cultural background" 
(ibid.). Liew Chin Choy (the general manager of SSO until 2003) and he have 
fashioned an "Asian feel" (ST, 3/12/03) for the Orchestra and positioned it as 
the "musical ambassador" of Southeast Asia (ST, 13/01/05). The SSO prides 
itself as becoming the first orchestra from Southeast Asia to be invited by the 
National Orchestra of France to perform at the Salle Pleyel in Paris in 1994. 
They have also promoted the Orchestra as an instrument of "East-meets-
West" (ST, 22/9/04) - a Western instrument comprised of Asian musicians, 
performing and premiering new Asian music, based in the Asian city-state 
of Singapore - and as the inimitable "bridging east and west" (Financial 
Times, 20/11/03). Lan proudly declares 
In the West, people see the Singapore Symphony Orchestra as an 
Asian troupe ... In the East, people see it as a Western group. I think 
it's perfect for Singapore that we should walk this cosmopolitan 
path and have a dual identity (Markow, 2002:30). 
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By this, Lan has succinctly presented the SSO as the simultaneity of a 
Western instrument and an Asian ensemble, embodying in its ontology its 
Western heritage and its current Asian position, representing a Singapore 
that is "both cosmopolitan and Asian" (Kwok and Low, 2002:164). 
Composers and their works 
At the peripheries of policy-making, Singapore composers since the 
beginning of its national history were attempting to express their 
nationalism and patriotism through songs. This is apparent in such song 
titles as Singapore, How Youthful You are (Tien Ming En), Singapore River (Goh 
Say Meng), Sing a Song of Singapore (Samuel Liew), and Land of our Birth 
(Charles Maddox). This expression eventually led to a contest of song 
compositions, "Our Songs" contest, which began in 1977. At its debut, there 
were 100 pieces submitted with lyrics in Chinese, English, Malay and other 
languages. There were several other composers who worked with other 
genres, from solo instruments to chorals to orchestral works. Most of these 
works were inspired by Chinese themes and melodies: for example, Samuel 
Ting Chu San's Lone Rock on a Faraway Mountain (song) suggests 
pentatonicism while retaining an £-minor tonal area, Kam Kee Yong's Chung 
Kuo Kuang Hsi Ch'u (Chinese Rhapsody) (violin and piano) has a "short 
cadenza for violin that exposes both the thematic content and the oriental 
spirit of the entire work" (Ting, et.al. 1990:102), and Lee Tak Fah's Five Poems 
of the T'ang Dynasty (set of songs) is centred on a "restless chromaticism built 
around gapped scales alludes to a pentatonic system without actually 
employing one ... and the moments of strong dissonance suggest pian tones 
with the tonal framework" (ibid.:103). 
There are attempts to indigenise western art music, as evinced in the 
following titles: Three Scenes in a Kampong (Lee Tak Fah), On the Street in 
Saigon (Kam Kee Yong), and Three Scenes of the Malacca Straits (Soh Kay 
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Cheng). Leong Yoon Pin, on the other hand, attempted a multicultural 
conception of Singapore: for his Dance Suite for orchestra, he used folk 
melodies from Malay ("Katak Lompat" and "Ondeh Ondeh"), Indian ("The 
Highway") and Chinese ("Counting Ducks' Eggs" and "Smile When the Sun 
Shines") traditions in this three-movement work. Leong, Phoon Yew Tien, 
Bernard Tan and many others have also adapted local folk melodies in their 
choral and/or instrumental works. For example, both Leong (Overture 
"Dayong Sampan",1980) and Phoon (Variations on "Dayong Sampan", 1985) 
have adapted "Dayong Sampan" (Malay/Indonesian folktune about 
Chinese-migration) for their symphonic works. Bernard Tan has similarly 
adapted predominantly Malay folk melodies in his compositions: for 
example, his Fantasia on Chan Mali Chan (1995) premiered by the Singapore 
Youth Orchestra in 1997. Tsao Chieh too did the same with "Rasa Sayang" in 
the fourth movement of Singapore Symphony for Large Orchestra, to depict one 
of the cultural constituents of Singapore's multiculturalism. Er Yenn Ch wen 
also used the same folk melody as the basis of his multi-movement fantasia 
for string quartet, Rasa (2000). 
The mainstay of local compositions are limited to the number of 
practicising ensembles in Singapore, and because of this fact, many of the 
earlier compositions were written for choral groups, and still is the case with 
the increase of the number of choirs. Leong Yoon Pin wrote quite a number 
of pieces for choir, for example, Like a Rapid Stream (1981), Ten Light Choral 
Works; so did Bernard Tan: Psalm 23 (1975) and more recently, Dreamescape II 
(2002), were written for such chorus groups, as the Philharmonic Chorus 
Singapore, Metro Philharmonic Choir, Echo Philharmonic Choir. The other 
popular ensembles Singapore composers write for are wind bands and 
symphonic bands; again it is because of the availability of performers such 
as Singapore Wind Symphony and the many marching bands in secondary 
Chapter 3: Conditioning perj(Jrmance 135 
schools. The Young Musicians' Society regularly encourages local composers 
to write for them, and Tan Chan Boon was one of them: Journey - Trio for 2 
violins and viola (2002). 
Singapore's recent cultural policies ('Global City for the Arts' and 
Renaissance City) have engendered opportunities for local composers to 
write for orchestras, string quartets, mixed ensembles and collaborations of 
various natures. As mentioned earlier, both the NAC and the Arts Festival 
has commissioned local works, such as Kelly Tang's Apocalypso and Ho Chee 
Kong's Sapphire Dream. The Festival has also commissioned works such as 
Phoon Yew Tien' s Confucius Cantata in 2002 premiered by the SCO. In 2001, 
an international project was commissioned for the festival to explore issues 
of "continuity or discontinuity of time presented in different cultures" 
(interview with Goh Ching Lee, 2001). The project was titled Urobos, and its 
collaborators comprised of 
Joyce Koh from Singapore representing Asia, we had a group of 
musicians and composers from Europe: Austria, Czech Republic, 
Bosnia, we had a composer from Argentina and one from 
Australia. It's like a global investigation into the concept of time ... 
this was a special premier of the 2001 festival ... We are broadening 
borders for our own musicians (ibid.). 
This change in policies also resulted in a change in attitude by stalwarts 
like the SSO, which has always kept a certain distance from the local 
composers. The composer-in-residence programme, started in 2000 with 
Leong Yoon Pin as the first candidate, has raised the profile of the local 
composer within Singapore's music scene and perhaps to some degree at the 
international level as well. Since Leong, others have followed: Phoon and 
presently Er Yenn Chwen. The programme has also given these composers 
the chance (and obligation) to write for a large ensemble otherwise denied 
them, as it is commonly understood the difficulty and expense in getting a 
contemporary orchestral piece performed these days. As for recognition of 
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local composers, the Cultural Medallion award, although a much longer 
running programme has also served the same purpose. 
New and emerging performing groups financially supported by the NAC 
have also created opportunities for local composers. The nationalisation of 
the SCO in 1996 (with increased financial support) and the formation of 
hybrid ensembles as in the case of the Huqin Quartet, gave rise to a need for 
new repertoire, especially that which is essentially Singaporean. Phoon was 
commissioned to write for the larger ensemble several times, including the 
Confucius Cantata as previously mentioned. Other emerging composers have 
also been given opportunities to write for the SCO, such as Quek Ling 
Kiong. Both Phoon and Ho Chee Kong were commissioned to develop 
repertoire for the quartet. Huqin Quartet is an interesting development in 
Singapore music. It was newly established in 1998 by some members of the 
SCO, and is under the auspices of the SCO and National Arts Council. The 
formation and instruments selected for this ensemble are based on the 
formation of the Western string quartet, and is constituted of the four string 
instruments from the modem Chinese orchestra: gaohu, erhu, zhonghu and 
gehu. Their advertising brochure claims that the formation of this ensemble 
is an unprecedented milestone in Chinese string music genre. Its formation 
is the result of a visionary group of string musicians from the SCO, Chiang 
Kum Mun (gaohu), Ling Hock Siang (erhu), Cheng Chung Hsien (zhonghu) 
and Poh Yee Luh (gehu), to develop chamber music performances modelled 
after the Western string quartet. Ho Chee Kong has thus far written at least 
two compositions for this new ensemble, Spring Blossom and Flower by the 
Window; the former quotes a Chinese folk melody and the latter focuses on 
the difference in timbre produced by these Chinese instruments. The rise in 
interest in local compositions has also led to the revival of the New Music 
Forum held by the SSO and conducted by Lim Yau, its present Resident 
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Conductor. This forum has given local compositions an airing, such works 
by Tan Chan Boon and John Sharpley, whose music is seldom given much 
opportunity for performance. 
Despite these promising reports of opportunities and commissions, many 
other local composers have been denied access to funding, grants and 
commissions. Those who are less well known and lacking an overseas 
training, for example, find it incredibly difficult to get commissions or to get 
their music performed. The establishment of the Yong Siew Toh 
Conservatory at the National University of Singapore may prove to be a 
good addition to Singaporean music. Their ensembles may yet provide 
performance opportunities for music by lesser-known composers. The 
nationalisation of the Chinese orchestra and Indian orchestra (Singapore 
Indian Orchestra and Choir) has not led to the development of syncretic 
forms of music. There is very little crossing of genres and cultural/traditional 
boundaries in the music produced. The only exception is music taught and 
produced at LaSalle College of the Arts, where Philip Tan gained his tertiary 
education in music. The foresight of its past leadership led to its purchase of 
a Javanese gamelan set, which composers like Tan himself and Robert 
Casteels have written for. Sharpley has also remarked on the lack of music 
written for these instruments despite the fact that Singapore is located in the 
region where these instruments originate (personal communication, 2002). 
In this chapter, I have attempted to once again present the complexities, 
ambiguities and contradictions in the field of production. State cultural 
policies form a hegemonic presence in the field of musical practices, and 
these policies are aimed at serving the incumbent ideology of the time. With 
this in mind, it is possible to position Rastam, Fernando, Phoon and Tan. 
Although Ras tam teaches at the Aka demi Seni Kebangsaan (National Arts 
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Academy) in Kuala Lumpur, her music is not performed there, neither has 
her music been accepted for performance by the MPO. In essence, she 
remains at the periphery of the current western art music practice in Kuala 
Lumpur. Fernando, on the other hand, has successfully attained recognition 
and acceptance by national establishments, probably because she champions 
a Malay traditional instrument. Her music straddles traditional and western 
art music, successfully transcending their boundaries. In Singapore, Phoon' s 
music has successfully entered the Singapore (Chinese) symphonic canon. 
He is rather well known in and outside of Singapore. He has the approval of 
the State through its arm, the NAC. Tan, on the other hand, is still striving to 
be recognised. Not having come through the prescribed route of pedagogy 
as Kelly Tang, Ho Chee Kong and others, and working with different 
(traditional) genres and (percussive) instruments, Tan finds himself at the 
fringes of the NAC-condoned network of composers. 
Chapter 4 - Case study 1 
Saidah Rastam andLapangan Ya-Ya-Ya: 
Composing 'Melayu Baru' 
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This is the first of the four chapters focusing on the case studies. This 
chapter will discuss Saidah Rastam and her piece for vocal ensemble, 
Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya; the next chapter will focus on Sunetra Fernando and 10-
sen for mixed gamelan, rehab and vocal ensemble. These two case studies 
are from Malaysia, while the next two are from Singapore: Chapter 6 is on 
Phoon Yew Tien and his composition for Chinese orchestra, Nii Wa, and the 
following chapter on P1'.ilip Tan and A White Crescent and Five White Stars 
written for mixed gamelan, trumpet, flute, clarinet and percussion. Each of 
these case studies demonstrates the ways in which I read these composers as 
siting their negotiation (and construction) of the different identities and 
positions within their socio-political boundaries. For example, this chapter 
discusses Rastam' s negotiation and construction of the new Malay identity 
as I read it in Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya, from her position as a Malay in a Malay-
dominated Malaysian society, while in the following chapter, I discuss 
Fernando's negotiation of her identity as an "Other" in the same society, and 
her construction of a new Malaysian identity. In each of these case studies, I 
shall provide a brief biography of the composer, a discussion of the issues of 
identity I perceive as related to the composer and their particular work, a 
discussion of this work and its internal dialogism, and from there, my 
inference of the composer's perceived intention. It would not be incorrect 
nor inappropriate to insert a "might be" before every assertion I make in my 
inference of identity construction/negotiation in this latter part; as I have 
elaborated previously in the Introduction of this thesis, the ultimate aim of 
these interpretations was to raise the plausibility of such a phenomenon. My 
reading of the composers' construction and negotiation of identities is, of 
course, limited to their particular work under discussion, and does not 
extend to other works in their oeuvre. 
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Rastam' s Lapangan and Fernando's 10-sen are not only related by 
nationality, but in various other ways as well. Both Rastam and Fernando 
know each other and are aware of each other's music and position in the 
local musical field. It is possible to conceptualise Fernando's need for a 
space-clearing gesture and a new identity as a response to a Malay-
dominated socio-political environment of Malaysia, which Rastam is part of 
if even merely on the basis of her race. Both Malays and non-Malays 
perceive the recent search for a new Malay identity as a Malay affair; as a 
result the non-Malays are excluded in this new process, and, do exclude 
themselves from its debate. On the other hand, both the Malays and non-
Malays participate in the debate on 'Bangsa Malaysia' and what this new 
national identity should be. 
SAIDAH RASTAM 
Saidah Rastam turned to full-time composing in 1996, after leaving a seven-
year tenure in legal practice. Despite her unconvent1onal career path, she has 
been successful. Since age five, Rastam has studied the piano and violin 
under the Associated Board of Royal School of Music examination system, 
up to its final stage, Grade 8. She also took a two-year course at New York 
University with Dinu Ghezzo, studying film composition and contemporary 
music. After her leap into professional composition, she received on-the-job 
training at Scat Productions (a commercial music production house in Kuala 
Lumpur). There, she received training in music technology. She says, "after I 
learnt the modem technology, it was easy to translate music into sound" 
(personal communication, 2002). She has also taken classes in wayang kulit 
and all Malay arts, tabla and jazz (with Michael Veerapen). She composes 
music for theatre (for example, Instant Cafe productions) and musicals (The 
Storyteller, 1996), soundtracks for documentaries and film (Lips to Lips, 
'!, 
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produced by Amir Muhammad) and commercial jingles. She also writes for 
dance and multimedia performances. She claimed that people usually do not 
pay to listen to her music, as they are usually "incidental to a production" 
(personal communication, 2001 ). She was commissioned to compose and 
direct music for the Petronas Twin Tower opening gala, to write music for 
the 2002 Commonwealth Games in Manchester, and has received 
international commissions from the Australian High Commission to 
Malaysia (to write for The Song Company) and the Japan Foundation. She 
also lectures part-time at the Akademi Seni Kebangsaan. 
She has written music for various instruments and their combinations: 
gamelan, gamelan and jazz piano, gamelan and Western orchestra, jazz trio, 
'asli' flute, and mixed ensemble of angklung, gamelan, synthesisers, tape 
and voice, and they focus on her experiments with sound. She said: 
I personally think things that are screeching, or dog barking, these 
sounds can be montaged together to form an alternative idea of 
music (personal communication, 2001). 
She elaborated on that as: 
Basically my interest is in sound ... A lot of stuff that I use is very 
discordant. Very screechy, gongs immersed in water, screechy 
violin, and things like that. I guess it's contemporary music. 
Breaking away from music being pretty (ibid.). 
Because of this penchant of hers, she claims that her work does not 
appeal to most Malaysians. For this reason, she receives more commissions 
from international organizations, such as the Japan Foundation, and 
acceptance with audience outside of Malaysia. 
Thornton, in her interview with Rastam, wrote of the composer as 
"search[ing for] a contemporary Malaysian style incorporating Malay 
elements as well as Western influences" (2001). Zainal Alam Kadir further 
confirms this in his article on Rastam in the local newspaper; he quoted her 
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as saying "[I am] interested in working with more musicians in [my] effort 
to uplift Malaysia's traditional vocabulary into new sounds with modern 
sensibility" (NST, 21/09/01). With regards to this creation and/or search for a 
Malaysian style, she told me in our interview: 
In Malaysia, because we're at the stage where we're all trying to 
find our identities, who are we, we're rejecting the things we're 
brought up on like musicals, pop music, and we're wondering that 
that is the only hegemony of music, that is America. In Southeast 
Asia, people are asking the exact same thing: who are we? Because 
of that, it's interesting for me to focus on Malay musical 
instruments. So if I have to put it .. .it's that kind of ethnic Malay 
sound (personal communication, 2001). 
On top of these instruments she uses in her compositions, she also 
experiments with a variety of sound sources, such as, political speeches and 
poetry. When I asked her what factors influence her and her work the most, 
she replied: 
It's the politics that is happening around us. Malaysia has 
through the last 10 years, since Merdeka, in fact the years 
before that, lots of injustices and growing pain. For me, when 
I compose stuff, a lot of it is based on poems from prison, 
excerpts of political speeches tied together (ibid.). 
However, she also maintains that a Malaysian music style is not limited 
to just Malay culture and tradition, but should recognise the cultural 
diversity that is exhibited through the availability of various music 
traditions currently practiced in Kuala Lumpur and in Malaysia-at-large. She 
asserted that there currently is not one Malaysian style, and in fact, 
everybody is going in such different directions. Just in KL [Kuala 
Lumpur] alone, for example, just being (lecturing) at ASK 
[Akademi Seni Kebangsaan], I get to sit-in in wayang kulit classes 
and all the Malay arts. And I'm learning the tabla from a teacher at 
the Temple of Fine Arts. And I'm learning jazz with Michael 
Veerapen. There are so many things happening. Each one of these 
people are doing something 'Malaysian' (personal communication, 
2002). 
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These varieties of activities are then transformed into the resources that 
are available to a composer living in Malaysia, albeit incidental as she 
described it: 
the sessionist you can call in would be a tabla player, that's the guy 
next door who can appear. Suddenly, that appears in the music. So 
then it manifests itself as music with tabla, with all these Malaysian 
instruments, angklung and things like that. The next thing you 
know you have a 'Malaysian' piece of music. That's 'Malaysian 
style' (ibid.). 
She further added that because Malaysia is so "un-intemational and so 
domestic in our exposure" that permits composers like her flexibility to 
experiment with the variety of sounds from the Malaysian soundscape, 
uninhibited and undisrupted by "international influences", influences from 
the major centres of contemporary music such as the U.S. and Europe. 
Although she was quite reluctant to talk about Malaysian identity, and in 
fact, claimed that she is quite disinterested in the idea of a Malaysian 
identity, upon further questioning on the issue, she said: 
more· and more I'm beginning to think that the Malaysian identity 
is the least important thing one could have. There's so much 
emphasis on Malaysian, Malaysia, etc, that I think that really that's 
a mistaken emphasis. I think everybody is an individual, and, it's a 
cliche, but I think we're all citizens of the world, and I don't see 
Malaysians being different from Singaporeans, different from 
Australians, and it seems to me in music especially, when I go to 
Japan, when I go anywhere in the world, we can immediately sit 
and talk and communicate instantly. So the idea of having a 
Malaysian identity to me, probably goes as far as the food I usually 
eat, and my accent. I don't know if it is in the music. I've heard 
Japanese music that uses far more gamelan than I do, and I use far 
more synthesizers than people elsewhere think might be in good 
taste. Everybody is crossing barriers nowadays. What is a 
Malaysian identity? I don't think it is important at all. (Personal 
communication, 2001) 
Despite her last sentence in this statement, she does recognise that the 
search for a national identity is important, if not to her, at least to the general 
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public. It is also possible to extrapolate from this last statement that she 
regards herself as a cosmopolitan (a citizen of this world), but nonetheless, 
rooted to her own culture as exhibited in the food she eats and her accent. 
'MELAYU BARU' 
In our interview, Rastam admits that she is only "three-quarter Malay", 
as her mother is half Chinese/half Malay, although official records would 
represent her as a Malay. Thus as a Malay, Rastam is part of the dominant 
race in Malaysia with special privileges and rights. As part of this 
community, she is in position to critique her race and their efforts to re-
create themselves, an indulgence denied to the other races. Non-Malays are 
strongly discouraged from questioning the special status the Malays have; 
this breach is regarded as disrupting social harmony, and depending on the 
extend of this inquiry and where it is raised, it is possible for one to be 
incarcerated without trial under the Internal Security Act. However, as a 
Malay, it is not a problem for Rastam to participate in this debate, especially 
when it is sited in her music. 
Bangsa Melayu (Malay race) has always been a talking point: who are the 
Malays? How shall the Malays defend their rights and privileges? How can 
the Malays improve themselves? What can they learn from the Chinese? 
Who are the 'new Malays'? To know what is a new Malay (Melayu Baru) it is 
imperative for us to know what a Malay, or Melayu, is? A.B. Shamsul (2001) 
argues that the Malay as a race is a British colonialist construction of the 191h 
century. He asserts that the concept of "Malay nation" gradually evolved 
into "Malay race" after the British gained control over the entire Peninsular. 
It was a convenient label to encompass a diversity of ethnic groups, to 
include Malays, Javanese, Bugis, Balinese and so on. This same concept, 
Bangsa Melayu, was taken up by the Malays themselves in 1840 by Munshi 
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Abdullah in his writings, and entered into the vernacular in the 1890s. 
(Shamsul, 2001; Reid, 2001) It became an official race category in the 1891 
colonial census, along with other such categories, namely 'Chinese' and 
'Tamils'. William Marsden, an English writer in the 191h century, defined the 
Malays as a Muslim who speaks the Malay language and either belonging to 
or a descendent of the ancient kingdom of Minangkabau (as quoted in Reid, 
2001:299). Today, the same aspects of Marsden's definition are used to 
signify and symbolise the Malay race. Language, religion (Islam), and raja 
(kingship) are the "pillars of Malay self-identification" (Yao, 2001:202) and 
form the basis of the national culture and the "ideology of ketuanan Melayu 
(Malay Ascendency)" (ibid.). 
However, this concept of the Malay is by no means stable. The amount of 
literature on issues of Malayness - developing the Malays, and Melayu Baru 
(new Malay) and so on - range from academic publications (for example, 
Reid, 2001; Shamsul, 2001; Rustam A. Sani, 1992) to the less scholarly but 
nonetheless noteworthy (Muhammad Haji Muhd Taib, 1993; M. Bakri Musa, 
1999). This demonstrates that this concept is still very much under debate 
and contestation. The need to define the Malay subjectivity is based on an 
anxiety of "communal deprivation brought about by the aggressive and 
commercially astute "immigrant communities"" (Yao, 2001b:212), and a 
constant fear that the Malays will be left behind in the modernisation and 
development process (Rustam Sani, 1992). There is also the need to define 
the Malay differently from the peasant origin they have been associated with 
previously (Watson, 1996). One of the more outspoken advocates for 
developing the Malays is Malaysia's former Prime Minister, Dr. Mahathir 
Mohammad. His book, Malay Dilemma (1970), was controversial at the time 
of its release, and as a result it was banned and he was banished from the 
ruling political party until his reinstatement in 1972. The book asserts that 
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the biological makeup of the Malay people (non-confrontational, tolerant, 
gentle, and so on) have caused them to be outcast in their own homeland. 
This problem is further accentuated with the influx of the Chinese who 
dominated the economy. It concludes by arguing for affirmative action (in 
the form of the National Economic Policy) to boost Malay participation in 
the economy and education. 
In the 1990s, a substantial Malay middle class emerged, made up of 
businesspeople and professionals. However, a generation of Malays who are 
.overly dependent on government subsidies has also emerged, and hence, are 
"infantilised" (Yao, 2003) as a result of a culture of government handouts. 
This became the basis of a new impetus to create a new Malay identity; a 
new identity constituting of "cultural characteristics most conducive to the 
demands .. .leading up to 2020" (Watson, 1996:11), the year targeted for 
Malaysia to attain developed nation status. Both Rustam A. Sani (1992) and 
Muhammad Haji Muhd Taib (1993) have expom:ided on the identity of the 
new Malay. The list of characteristics include modem, rational, self-assured, 
reformed, tolerant, urbanised, cultured (or culturally grounded), learned, 
well versed in the teachings of Islam, a participant of civil society and a 
cosmopolitan. Rustam Sani places further import on this new identity when 
he writes that "all aspects of life in the country will be built upon the basis of 
the modem Malay culture" (1992:11), which means that the formulation of 
'Bangsa Malaysia' is based on this new Malay identity. He also argues that 
it is not enough for the new Malays to be rational and have a good grasp of 
scientific thinking, but they need to be grounded in the Malay culture 
(customs, traditions, values and language). He asserts the importance of not 
only maintaining but also modernising the language and culture, for they 
are significant symbols of the modem Malay. 
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Harper characterises this motion to create a new Malay identity as a 
political mobilisation by the Mahathir administration to "liberate the 
community from its feudal and colonial past" (1996:241) and as a form of 
corporatism and social discipline; 
to entrench a stable Malay supremacy, within which a new Malay 
community could take the lead in the creation of a new Malaysian 
nation, which would then take its rightful place in the international 
community. (Ibid.) 
For this objective, pragmatism, innovation and sensitivity have been 
added to the list of characteristics defining the new Malay (ibid.:242). In this 
sense, it is a challenge to both the individual and community. This new 
identity is by no means cohesive; in fact, as Yao (2003) states, the Melayu 
Baru is diverse both culturally and ideologically, and is split between those 
who claim continuity with the past by reviving and revitalising tradition, 
and those who conceive the Malay as an "agent of development on new 
lines" (Harper, 1996:242). 
If there is one conclusion to this ongoing debate it is that the new Malay 
identity is still in the process of defining itself. However, this is not unusual, 
as Stuart Hall (1990) had previously theorised, identity is never stable and is 
in constant flux. We also note that this debate also shows the current 
contestation for this new identity. Nonetheless, it is possible to grasp that the 
new Malay is a self-assured modem person and a cosmopolitan yet 
culturally grounded, and having the capacity to apprehend the teachings of 
Islam yet participating in civil society. Thus, with this concept of the new 
Malay in mind, I argue that Rastam is participating in this process of 
identification through her music, and this is evinced in the following piece, 
Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya. In the following paragraphs, I shall provide a brief 
background to the composition and the reviews generated, and then I shall 
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move on to discussing the ways in which Rastam works out her new 
Malayness musically. 
LAPANGAN YA-YA-YA 
Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya was commissioned by the Song Company (a Sydney-
based acapella vocal group, comprising of 6 voices -3 female, 3 male voices) 
with funds from the Malaysian Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism, in 
1999. Lapangan was the result of this commission and its accompanying 
workshop held in Sydney that year, and premiered at the newly-built 
National Theatre in Kuala Lumpur in August. Rastam, commenting on this 
opportunity in Thornton's interview with her, said "being given voices of 
The Song Company was 'like being given a Ferrari and told to drive it round 
the block'." (2001). The piece was performed in various cities in Australia, as 
well as in Kuala Lumpur in 2001 to much appreciation, as indicated in the 
local newspapers and reviews (see NST, 4/10/01, Kakiseni, 25/9/01). Zainal 
Alam Kadir wrote: 
six Mat Salleh [Caucasians] singing in Bahasa Malaysia with an 
intricate "traditional Malay slur" did not seem possible at first, but 
the Song Company turned out a rather subliminal experience. 
Really, it's amazing what the vocal chords are capable of. As 
proven by the six accomplished singers, their capabilities in 
manipulating their voices into various sounds were just 
remarkable. From small percussive effects to other musical details, 
The Song Company just sparkle (NST, 4/10/01). 
In its Sydney's premiere in 2000, Roger Covell wrote for the Sydney 
Morning Herald, 
a Malaysian composer, Saidah Rastam . . . offered part-music for 
voices that was extraordinarily fresh in its invention and buoyant 
in its resourcefulness. Her Lapangan Ya Ya Ya, set to a deliberately 
uncommitted poem by Abdul Ghafar Ibrahim, was arresting from 
first note to last and a thorough pleasure to hear. It suggested that 
Saidah is an important composer and that this piece is a minor 
masterpiece. (1/03/00) 
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There were other positive reviews of Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya from a reviewer 
for Kakiseni, a local web-based arts magazine (www.kakiseni.com), Antares. 
He wrote approvingly: 
Saidah's whimsical arrangement of Abdul Ghafar Ibrahim's 1969 
poem ... brought it to life in a most engaging way (Kakiseni, 25/9/01). 
My own experience with it was certainly quite thrilling. I instantly 
recognised the variety of strands Rastam was pulling together in this one 
piece, and appreciated the effort. 
Text 
The text for the piece, as Covell and Antares note, is from one of Abdul 
Ghafar Ibrahim's collection of poems. He is one of Malaysia's established 
and recognised literati and a political activist in his own right. The poet is a 
founding member of PENA (Persatuan Penulis Nasional, translated as 
Association of National Writers), GAPENA (Gabungan Persatuan Penulis 
Nasional Malaysia, translated as Malaysian Group of National Writers' 
Association) and PPM (Persatuan Penulis Malaysia: Association of 
Malaysian Writers). Comprised of 13 writers' associations, GAPENA was 
established in 1970 with the objective to promote the development of the 
Malay language and its literature in Malaysia and in the region 
(www.ujanailmu.com.my/gapena 33 tahun.cfm; accessed on 19/8/05). The 
group was established not long after the May 1969 incident, and had been 
tirelessly promoting Malay literature, but more so to "develop the 
civilisation of the Malay language world" (ibid.). Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya, the 
poem, refers obliquely to the race riot of May 1969, calling for the return to 
lost innocence. I had much difficulty in finding the original poem; 
nonetheless, Ghafar Ibrahim himself mentions it in his introduction to one of 
his collections, Yang Yang (That's That), published in 1990. In it, he defends 
his poetic language, what he labels as "audio-visual poetry" (A.Ghafar 
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Ibrahim, 1990:xvii). He argues for his poetic right to play on words: his 
predilection for repetitions and use of onomatopoeic sounds. For example, 
in this particular poem, Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya, the repeats of various syllables 
such as "ikan-kan-kan" (which Harry Aveling translated as "fish-swish-
swish") and "burung-rung-rung" ("bird-word-word}, and in other examples 
Tak Tun, Dundun Cakcak and La-ilaha-illallah, are 
derive[ d] from the perpetual drum beats and religious chanting 
which underlie the regular call to prayer in Malay life, become 
spells, curses, laments and crazy chatter (translated by 
Aveling:xviii, in Ibrahim, 1990). 
Ghafar Ibrahim continues his argument, asserting that the Malay poetic 
tradition and language is steeped in repetition, 
[t]he classical techniques of the repetition of sounds is one of the 
most effective devices found in the construction of words and lines 
in the Malay pan tun [poems]. The re petition of sounds is one of the 
basic characteristics of all Malay literature (ibid.). 
Rastam has exploited this particular feature in her adaptation of the 
poem, and has also conflated this poem with Tak Tun: with the 
onomatopoeic use of "tak" and "tun" as drums. Below is the poem as I have 
transcribed from the performance of Ras tam's composition: 
Di lapangan ya-ya-ya 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi burung-rung-rung 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi ikan-kan-kan-kan 
Berterbang-terbangan, berenang 
Lapangan ketawa 
Lapangan selera 
Lapangan terbuka 
Tapi kau tentu menggeleng 
Asap rokokmu terus menjeling 
Ini utopia 
Jadi kita cari seada-adanya. 
The poem is loosely translated as follows: 
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In the field of yield 
At this hour I want to be like a bird 
At this hour I want to be like a fish 
Flying, swimming 
The fields laugh 
The fields are satisfied 
The fields are wide 
But you are sure to shake your head 
As smoke from your cigarette continues to curl 
This is utopia 
So we keep searching.(my translation) 
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It is essential to note that Rastam' s composition is centred on this poem; 
the ingenuity of the piece of composition is the way in which she has broken 
up the lines of the text into fragments, and in the ways in which she employs 
these fragments throughout the piece. These fragments constitute her pool of 
sound units that she plays with. It is obvious that the melody is secondary to 
the text; the text (and the sound units produced from it), rhythm, texture and 
the ways in which these various elements come together in the piece have 
more import than the formation of pitches. I shall demonstrate what I mean 
in the following pages. 
Form 
The piece begins with the baritone recitation of the first stanza of the poem, 
followed by a melismatic play on the first word "di". The first stanza is then 
sung, in the first soprano. Rastam has extended the number of repeats on the 
syllable "rung", and has demanded more emphasis on the enunciation of 
"rrr" of "rung". The stanza is continued in the tenor with an interjection 
from the baritone on the sequence on "jam ini". Here again, the tenor part is 
required to extend the repeats on the syllable "kan": from "ikan-kan-kan-
kan" to "ikan-kan-kan-kan-kan-kan-kan", in varying tempi. (See Example 
4.1) 
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The first three lines of the stanza are then repeated: beginning as 
previously, but with added layers of voices on the third line. Leading to the 
fourth line: "Berterbang-terbangan" where Rastam employs text painting on 
the word "fly", lending this short section an illusion of spaciousness (and 
'freedom'), as alluded to in the ways in which the voices enter and exit, the 
fluidity of each of the parts (that is, in the contour of the phrases), and 
especially in both the soprano parts where the voice ascends while the 
baritone and bass retain its pitch level. (See Example 4.2) 
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Example 4. 2 Excerpt 2 from First cycle 
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The structure of the piece is a series of cycles with an interlude between 
the third and fourth cycle; the second cycle begins as the same on the 
melismatic "di" and is extended by the addition of the next line of the poem. 
The third and fourth cycle, on the other hand, the opposite happens: each 
cycle contracts with the subtraction of a phrase and a line respectively. There 
are four such cycles. To illustrate what I mean, I have provided the 
1 The excerpts of Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya in this thesis are taken from a transcription of the 
recording based on Rastam's sketch of the piece. 
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procedure in the way the text is used and in the order of how it is sung on 
the recording: 
First cycle: 
Di lapangan ya-ya-ya 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi burung 
Jam ini (jam ini) aku mau menjadi ikan 
Second cycle: 
Di lapangan ya-ya-ya (di lapangan ya-ya-ya) 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi burung 
Jam ini (jam ini) aku aku mau menjadi ikan 
Berterbang-terbangan, berenang-renang 
Third cycle: 
Di lapangan ya-ya-ya 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi burung 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi ikan 
Berterbang-terbangan 
The interlude disrupts the continuity and flow between the third and 
fourth cyclical repetitions. It involves an intricate layering of the voices, text-
painting, and addition of lines from the poem. I shall discuss this in some 
length later. 
The Fourth cycle ends the entire piece: 
Di lapangan ya-ya-ya 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi burung 
Jam ini (jam ini) aku mau menjadi ikan 
There are two sections in the Interlude; each distinct. The beginning of 
the first section begins on the phrase "lapangan ketawa-wa-wa", and 
overlaps with the ending of the Third cycle. It begins rather slowly and 
builds up tempo eventually and gradually in the preceding few moments. 
The section begins with all the voices singing in interlocking parts, between 
the play on the words "ikan", "lapangan ketawa" and "berterbangan-
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terbangan". These voices then retreat to highlight the bass's solo, marking 
time on the single syllable "ah". The baritone joins in on an imitation of the 
gendang on the onomatopoeic "tak" and "tun" in a varying rhythmic 
pattern. This rhythmic play increases complexity, especially when in its 
exchange with the tenor's part three bars later. The passage then begins to 
accelerate. Upon this layer of rhythmic interplay (of the bass's metrical and 
the baritone/tenor's irregular and syncopated patterns), the alto and second 
soprano enter with another rhythmic exchange on "ha ha" and "heheh". At 
this point, the tenor breaks away from its exchange with the baritone to 
intone the following text: (see Example 4.3) 
Lapangan ya ya ya 
Lapangan ketawa 
Lapangan selera 
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In between the passages on "ha ha", the alto also does another exchange 
with the tenor on those same text; however, the alto part is sung slightly out-
of-sync with the tenor's lines. Lastly, above this complex of interlocking 
voices, the first soprano enters with a melismatic weave ad libitum on the 
single syllable "ah". (See Example 4.4) 
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Example 4.4 Excerpt 2 from Interlude 
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Their complex interplay and exchanges take place over five phrases in 
this first section of the interlude. Each of these phrases end on an accent. 
' 
(Refer to Example 4.4) Phrase 1 ends on an accented "terrrr" and Phrase 2 on 
"ya" in the alto. These two phrases are then repeated. Initially Phrase 5 
seems like a repeat of the same cycle, but after the accented "terrrr", the 
voices completes the word "ter-buka". It is only at this point that the listener 
realises that the earlier "terrrr" is really the first syllable of "terbuka" (open). 
An abrupt stop here indicates the end of this section, and after a pregnant 
pause, the second section of the interlude begins. This section is by far the 
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most fragmented· stylistically; there is a different musical style and/or 
technique employed on each of the lines of the text: 
Tapi kau tentu menggeleng-leng-leng 
Asap rokokmu terus menjeling-ling-ling 
Ini utopia 
Jadi kita cari seada-adanya. 
On the first line of this stanza, the voices sing in unison for the first time, 
and drop off leaving the bass to sing solo on the second line. The polyphonic 
section begins on the last two "ling", with the addition of both the soprano, 
alto and tenor voices. The alto starts the next line on "Ini utopia", while the 
tenor sings in counterpoint to that on "ini". Upon the completion of that line· 
by the alto, the second soprano takes over, singing on the same words, 
completing what the tenor began. The melodic line glides upwards to lead to 
a thick choral-like texture on the repeat of "Ini utopia". This is the first time 
homophony is employed in this composition. (See Example 4.5) 
As before, an abrupt and decisive cut-off of the voices takes place, to be 
followed by the tenor on the last line of the stanza; as if to say after all that is 
said and done, we continue our search for utopia. With very little break, the 
fourth cycle begins. 
Chapter 4: Case study .L Saidah Rastmn and Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya 160 
21 A 
SI 
., 
- ng Ieng_ ling ling 
• 
82 
., 
-
-
ng Ieng_ ling ling ling I-
• 
A 
., 
-
-..;,_.;--":.../ '....:!"--
ng Ieng_ ling ling ling I - ni - u-yo - pi - a_ 
• 
T 
.. - ng Ieng_ 
. . .. ....__, 
ling ling 1-ni ___ _ 
B 
1 r r 
le11g Ieng Ieng Ieng ling Jing 
B 
Ieng Ieng 
2J A 
SI 
., 
• 
S2 
., 
nl U - to - pl - a _____ _ 
• 
A 
., J 
• 
T 
.. 
B 
B 
Example 4.5 Excerpt 3 from Interlude 
The fourth cycle is basically a repeat of the melodic line and text. Rastam 
uses a melody-and-accompaniment style for the beginning of this cycle. The 
first soprano sings the melodic line alone while the second soprano, alto, 
tenor and bass accompany on a metrical intonation of "ya-ya-ya" and the 
bass marks the first beat of each bar in imitation of a loud thump on the 
drum. While the first soprano sings the melodic line, the accompanying 
voices, second soprano, alto, tenor and baritone repeat the last syllable of 
each line of the stanza, that is, on the syllables "ya", "rung" and "kan", and 
the bass's accented first beats also use the same syllables. In this last cycle, 
Rastam goes beyond mere repetitions of syllables; she breaks up the text into 
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nonsensical syllables and treats them as mere utterances. These syllables are 
used for their sound quality, not unlike the timbre of a musical instrument. 
Scalar system 
The entire piece is based on the use of very simple and basic pitch materials: 
B~ (D~) D (E~) E F (F#) G (Ai,) A 
This row forms the entire pitch material for Lapangan. E-flat appears for 
the first time at the end the first cycle, F-sharp at the end of the second, A-
flat and D-flat at the end of the third cycle. These are the only times these 
pitches are used. There does not seem to be a focus on a tonal centre, 
however, it is obvious that both B-flat and D seem to play an anchoring role 
in the piece. This observation is based on the large number of times B-flat 
appears and the relation of the rest of pitches with it, that is the manner in 
which these other pitches seem to circumvent and encircle around B-flat, 
and seemingly to approach it eventually, only to proceed towards D at the 
end of a phrase. Hence, both the pitches seem to be the simultaneous centres 
of movement between pitches in the four cycles. The dual tonal centres also 
serve to add ambiguity to and destabilise the piece. 
It is interesting to note that without the added pitches at those specific 
moments, the pitches fall neatly into a pelog scale, or as Matusky (1993) 
labels it, a heptatonic gapped scale. She claims that the scale is one of the 
common scales used in the music for the Malaysian shadow puppet play, 
specifically in wayang kulit Siam. If we allow this, then the pitches that do not 
fit into this scale may be taken as mere supplements to this system. 
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Example 4.6 Heptatonic gapped scale on B-flat 2 
Rastam also places quite a lot of emphasis on creating discords by using 
rnicrotonalism, rnicrotonal slides, chromaticism and leaps of intervals in the 
melodic lines. For example, on the words "Ini utopia" in the second section 
of the interlude, Rastam sets them in a choral-like homophony. But these 
parts are replete with chromaticisrns and discords, that is, clashing intervals 
of diminished fifths, minor seconds and major sevenths. Further, the piece 
begins at the very beginning with a rnicrotonal inflection on the word "di" 
and ending that line with another rnicrotonal slide. This is more prominent 
at the end of the second cycle in the first soprano, where she does a sigh-like 
slide downwards. Ambiguity is a significant feature in Lapangan: the dual 
anchorage of B-flat and D, the use of the borrowed heptatonic scale from 
wayang kulit, choral-like homophony of dissonances and discords, and the 
chant-like rnicrotones in the beginning of the cycles; each of these instances 
is a form of 'play' at imitating but resulting in something else that is almost-
but-not-quite. This in itself is a form of subversion that serves to undermine 
certainty. 
Compositional techniques 
This piece is distinguished by the various techniques applied to the text 
(word painting, fragmentation, distortion, repetition and juxtapositions), 
awkward disjunctures of segments, various ways of layering the vocal parts, 
and the clever juxtapositions of musical styles. The constant changes 
throughout the piece give it a momentum that takes off at the beginning and 
2 (Matusky, 1993:65, transposed down by a tone) 
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does not end till the very last syllable of the piece. There is no one unitary 
trajectory like a thematic line through the piece that may serve as an audio 
anchor for the listeners. For this reason, the text and particularly, the 
beginning phrase, "Di lapangan ya ya ya", of every cycle, are important 
audio signposts. The poem is fragmented into small units, which in turn are 
distorted, repeated and juxtaposed. I shall elaborate on this in the next 
section. The voices are treated like instruments in a gamelan ensemble, 
particularly in the first section of the interlude. I am referring to the ways in 
which the voices perform various patterns which are layered upon each 
other and more so the ways in which they interact with each other. As I have 
elaborated earlier, each of these voices interact with the other in interlocking 
patterns producing a complex weave of sound. 
The various musical styles are similarly juxtaposed. The piece begins 
with what seems like an attempt to experiment on the possibilities of the 
voice using microtonalism and chant, which then leads to what sounds like a 
human gamelan orchestra, and is followed by a passage in Palestrina-like 
counterpoint which in turn is disrupted by a sudden switch to a choral-like 
homophony, and to return equally abruptly to the microtonal/chant-like 
beginning but this time the melodic line is accompanied by a five-part vocal 
ensemble providing both harmonic and rhythmic support. This 
fragmentation employed on the text and disjunctures in the music, and the 
ways in which she manipulates these fragments and variety of styles, allow 
me to read that Rastam is attempting to set up a framework for parody. 
Malayness: its parody and subversion 
In the following few paragraphs I shall discuss the ways I read Rastarn as 
critiquing Malayness, through the way in which she parodies its symbols, 
namely the Malay language, religion (Islam) and tradition. The solemn 
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incantation-like iteration of the poem at the beginning does not exonerate it 
of its sense of fun and non-seriousness in the latter part of the piece. As the 
music unfolds, this playful and witty character becomes more and more 
apparent. In the Song Company's performance of the piece and as marked in 
the sketch of the score, attention is drawn to the accentuation of the 'r' in 
words such as 11burung", /1 terbuka", and /1 terns". The performers are 
required to roll the tongue vigorously to produce this effect. In the first and 
second cycle on the words in the baritone part: 
Jam ini aku mau menjadi burr-rung 
As in the tenor: 
rung-rung-rung-rung 
and so on; and in the bass: 
rrr-rung rrrung rrrung rrrung 
The same effect is called for at the end of the first cycle of the interlude: 
11terrrrrr", and the last phrase of the same section calls for a similar effect, 
but this time extending it further to complete the word: terrr-bu-ka. In Malay 
speech, it is the norm to pronounce the 'r'. In Rastam's piece, however, she 
accentuates this quintessential feature of Malay speech, and in excessively 
(mis )pronouncing the 'r', she parodies the language. Firstly, this 
accentuation takes the limelight away from the written word, the logos, and 
highlights the spoken word. Secondly, she calls for a performance that 
excessively reproduces a signifier of 'Malayness' and Malay culture. Is she 
using this excessiveness as an attempt to question the overemphasis of the 
Malay literati on developing the Malay language in its written form that 
digresses from its spoken form? 
Another example of playfulness is the fragmentation and repetitions of 
syllables of words; for instance, 11ikan-kan-kan-kan" (first, second and last 
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cycle), "ketawa-wa" (end of third cycle and first cycle of Interlude), 
"menjeling-ling-ling-ling-ling" (Interlude), and so on. This is partly keeping 
in line with Ghafar Ibrahim's text, but Rastam also adds to this play on 
repetitions by calling for changes in tempi ( accelerando followed by a 
morendo) in performance, as in the case of "ikan-kan-kan-kan" in the first 
and second cycle. Her autonomy as a composer is also demonstrated in the 
manner in which "menjeling-ling-ling" has been manipulated: the various 
voices singing this particular syllable is organised in a polyphony 
resembling Palestrina-like motet, where each of the voices sing at intervals 
of fifth. (See Example 4.5) 
The same is apparent in the last cycle, at the last repeat of the stanza: the 
complex interplay on the repeated syllables "ya", "rung" (of "burung") and 
"kan" (of "ikan"). Each voice sings these syllables at different points in time, 
producing alternating parts and above this interplay is further layered 
another voice singing ad libitum in contrast to the rhythmic nature of the 
previous parts. All in all, the final product is chaos, disorder and 
unpredictability. Ghafar Ibrahim's assertion that such repetitions are 
common in Malay language is here taken to a level of excess; Rastam not 
only extends the number of repetitions in varying tempi but also in its 
manipulation provided by an ensemble of voices. If there was the possibility 
that the poet's aim was to restore the Malay language, then it is arguably 
plausible that it is Rastam' s aim to critique the level of seriousness behind 
this restoration and to reflect on its anti-colonialist model that Ghafar 
Ibrahim's poem was set in. 
As mentioned earlier, the piece begins in sombre declaration of the poem 
and then sung in recitative-like style in the first cycle. As the piece unfolds, it 
begins to lose this serious character. As this piece progresses, the sombreness 
of the beginning is never regained; in fact, it is somewhat undermined as the 
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music unfolds. Rastam plays on the phrase "lapangan ketawa" (the fields 
laugh), by having the second soprano and alto alternate between "ha ha" 
and "heheh". This interplay overlays the following repeated phrase in the 
tenor part: 
Lapangan ya-ya-ya 
Lapangan ketawa 
Lapangan selera; 
whilst the baritone imitates the drums, the bass repeats an incessant "ah" on 
every beat, and the first soprano floats above that almost ad libitum (see Ex. 
4.4). This complex juxtaposition of layers is expressive of the playful nature 
of this section (on the part of the composer as well as the performers) and 
produces a sense of the comic or comedy, of non-seriousness. The "ha ha" 
and "heheh" expressions together with the onomatopoeic imitation of the 
gendang in interlocking relation with the constant regularity of the crotchet 
rhythm in the baritone, seem to mock the seriousness of the preceding 
segment. 
Apart from this play of, and on, words in this section, order and 
regularity seem to be undermined continuously by disorder and irregularity. 
The onomatopoeic 'drum' patterns in the tenor and baritone undermine the 
regularity of the rhythmic "ya" in the bass, which is supported by the 
interlocking "ha ha" and "heheh" in the second soprano and alto, but is 
undercut by the ad libitum on a melismatic "ah" in the soprano. This 
complexity is interjected every so often by the tenor on the words of the text 
as noted above. Further, in the homophonic segment of the second section, 
the chromaticism and the microtones also serve to undermine the strict 
diatonicism expected in the chorale-like parts, which further lends this 
section a sense of sarcasm. 
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The interlude is built on discontinuous segments and disjunctures. The 
first segment, easing in from the third cycle, is a complex interweave of parts 
and layers. This comes to an abrupt end with the completion of the word 
"terbuka". The next segment begins with all the voices in unison and 
diverging into a two-part choir following that. A moment of silence 
separates this from the next segment, where the bass enters with a new line 
of text "asap rokokmu terns menjeling", and the rest of the ensemble 
breaking out into a polyphony on the last syllable "ling", leading to the next 
phrase "ini utopia". The same technique is applied on these words, but not 
for long. In the third repeat of the phrase, the voices are aligned into a 
chorus, albeit in chromatic harmonies and microtonal inflections. After a 
pause, the stanza returns with a short transitional passage. The abrupt and 
quick changes of style and technique in the interlude emphasise 
discontinuity as opposed to continuity, and disjunctures rather than 
conjunctures. On the whole, this section is always unstable and constantly in 
flux; the abrupt changes serve to undo any sense of seriousness in the music 
or the text. Each preceding style is undone by the following style, thus 
producing an effect of wit, fun-loving and definitely non-seriousness. It is 
difficult to say if these quick changes are attempting to mock the established 
Western styles of polyphony and homophony or not; nevertheless, there is 
certainly a sense of mockery and fun-making, especially in light of the 
seriousness of the concertised performance. It is my sense that this non-
seriousness is more likely an attempt to contravene the sombreness the 1969 
event and the social changes it engendered. 
If we recall the context in which this poem was initially written, perhaps 
such comical re-presentation of the Malay language and its phonetics, and 
constant undoing of established norms, may be read as an attempt on the 
composer's part to critique the 1969 riot and the ensuing events. This is not 
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to say that she is taking the event lightly. The events leading up to and 
ensuing after 13 May 1969, despite being a momentous turning point in 
Malaysian history, have always been hushed. The history books merely 
gloss over it, and government decree disallows its discussion. Anyone 
caught conferring publicly on it, risks allegations of disturbing the peace and 
harmony between the races. What I am suggesting here is that, perhaps this 
parody and playful nature in Rastam' s music serves to reject the sombreness 
and weightiness that is placed on the issues surrounding this event: Malay 
nationalism, Malay language, Malay identity, and so on. By doing so, she is 
carving a distance between herself and the old Malay identity. This distance, 
away from the established conventions, allows her to performatively 
construct the new. 
Composing 'new Malay' identity 
The last line in the interlude "J adi kita cari seada-adanya" (So we keep 
searching) may be most apt an illustration of the continuous search for a 
Malay identity. The constant flux and changes in the piece may also be 
mimetic of this search. By employing Abdul Ghafar Ibrahim's poem, she has 
inscribed on it a new understanding of the poem and effectively re-inscribe a 
negotiation of the Malay identity on it. If we recall Ghafar Ibrahim is a 
founding member of the nationalist group of writers with the aim to develop 
the Malay language. This poem, although noted as a response to the May 
1969 incident is not specific and does not reveal the poet's viewpoints per se. 
However, it suffices to note that the poem was written as part of this 
movement, and upon this poem Rastam now re-inscribes the present search 
for a new Malay identity. If Ghafar Ibrahim was advocating the 
development and progress of the Malays, she is advocating for a Malay who 
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is a cosmopolitan yet rooted in tradition, religious yet tolerant, and unafraid 
to embrace the colonial past. 
The quick juxtapositions of musical styles from the cycles to the interlude 
and back (from heterophony to homophony to polyphony and so on), and 
other uses of modernist compositional techniques categorises this piece as 
part of the family of universal contemporary modernist compositions. 
Although this tradition stems from the Euro-American centre of western art 
music, it has been adopted in all parts of the world, as evinced by the 
mushrooming of such organizations as the Asian Composers' League, which 
is a outgrowth of European organizations such as International Society of 
Contemporary Music (ISCM) based in Salzburg. Rastam unashamedly 
employs a collage of musical styles, techniques from the Western musical 
tradition and experimentalism of the avant-gardist, and mixes them with 
pseudo-nasyid vocal style and the interlocking patterns and 'gendang' from 
the gamelan ensemble, to musically enunciate a Malay poem. Is she trying to 
say that the new Malay is modem and a cosmopolitan, who is aware of 
him/herself as a member of the global community, yet at the same time is 
rooted in his/her own traditional culture? Is she also trying to say that one 
can be a Muslim and still be modem/cosmopolitan? Although in this piece, 
Rastam makes no mention of the traditions of the other within the Malaysian 
borders, can we agree with Joel Kahn that to "hold a concept of a 
[cosmopolitan] culture is inevitably to acknowledge diversity within it, and 
hence explicitly to recognise that Malaysia is a multiracial society" (Kahn, 
2001:148)? 
Rastam had credited the inspiration of this piece to nasyid - a form of 
Islamic chants or Quranic recitations in praise of Allah. These chants or 
recitations are usually carried out silently within the ritual prayer performed 
five times daily. They precede congregational prayers and occur within most 
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religious rituals. They are usually performed solo, however, group 
recitations do take place, and are usually monophonic and unaccompanied. 
Much emphasis is placed on the "proper articulation of its sound patterns in 
the original Arabic" (Neubauer and Doubleday, www.grovemusic.com) and 
performed by both "lay people, in a plain style" and by leaders and 
specialists in "highly embellished form". Because these chants or recitations 
have always been an oral tradition (notation is opposed), regional variants 
have developed, cross-fertilised by local traditions and musical idioms. 
However, these variants have to comply with a strict rule with regards to the 
text. Despite the lack of regulations imposed on the melody, it is imperative 
that the text is not obfuscated and not based on secular material. 
Nasyid is an off-shoot of these chants; it is "sung poetry using Middle 
Eastern rhythms with Islamic themes for the purpose of spreading Islamic 
values" (Matusky and Tan, 2004:262). Its melodies are based on the maqam 
system, the Arab art music scalar system, and follow its "complex and richly 
ornamented melismatic styles" (Neubauer and Doubleday), demonstrating a 
pronounced influence of the maqam tradition in its tonal and melodic 
constructions. Hence, it is not unusual to see the importance and pre-
eminence placed on Quranic recitations in Malaysia, as it claims itself as a 
Muslim nation. Matusky claims that, 
Malay society considers chanting the Qu'ran the highest form of art 
involving sound. It may be rendered in a solo or unison choral 
format, unaccompanied. At the annual Qur'an-reading competition 
(held in Kuala Lumpur), crowds listen to highly skilled chanters, 
both male and female. The chanting mixes syllabic and melismatic 
styles. Vocal embellishments involve glottal stops, single and 
double grace notes, slides, turns, and wide tremolos (Matusky, 
1998:430). 
This annual Qur' an-reading competition invites participation from all 
over the country, and is held over a period of several days and televised 
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nationally. Festival Nasyid Kebangsaan (National Nasyid Festival) would 
have achieved its 15th anniversary by 2004. It was established at the height of 
"Malayisation" (see Chapter 2), the period of Malay assertion and identity 
politics. If we recall, Islam was enshrined in the National Cultural Policy as 
one of the defining features of what is Malaysian culture. Further, to become 
a Muslim is synonymous with becoming a Malay (See Nagata 1993 and 
Means 1969). Thus, it is easily construed that the establishment of this 
festival or competition is not only an attempt to revive belief in Allah, but 
also to act as a uniting force or icon of Malay subjectivity, recalling too that 
this is happening amidst an attempt to stop the tide of what was perceived 
as, 'Westernisation' (See Richburg, SMH, 24/9/87). 
Here in this composition, Rastam has appropriated the Quranic recitation 
style - vocal embellishments involving "glottal stops, single and double 
grace notes, slides, turns and wide tremolos" (Matusky, 1998:430) with 
syllabic and melismatic treatments of the text. This vocal style is not 
appropriated in its purest form; it is obvious in the performance that this 
style is further syncretised with that from the wayang kulit, makyong 
performances and story-telling genre. These latter melodies are dense, 
narrow in range, replete with microtonal inflexions, and "ornate with many 
grace notes, slides and other embellishments" (ibid.:420). The mixing of 
these two styles is significant on its own. For many years, the wayang kulit 
and makyong performances were branded as 'bukan Melayu' (not Malay) 
due to its animistic origins (Kua, 1985). Thus, the fusion of the religious 
nasyid with the non-religious latter style is itself a taboo. On top of this, the 
quick and sudden vocal inflexions in the piece (for example, in the melodic 
line in the outer cycles, and in the soprano ad libitum part in the interlude) 
are another indication of this disrespect. This is an adaptation of the vocal 
style in the traditional arts: the grace notes and slides are altered into quick 
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slides and jerks. This syncretised form is simultaneously traditional (as 
indicated by the appropriation of both nasyid and traditional vocal styles) 
and modern (as belonging to modernism-aesthetic). Is Rastam trying to 
indicate that perhaps the Malay identity should inhabit the space between 
the modern and the traditional? On another hand, it may also be possible to 
read these quick inflexions as another way of parodying the seriousness of 
both these icons, as critique of the measure of importance accorded to these 
issues and their role in identifying the Malay. 
The performance aspect of Lapangan should be noted as well. I want to 
recall Zainal Alam Kadir's review of the performance in Kuala Lumpur. He 
wrote: 
Six Mat Salleh [Caucasians] singing in Bahasa Malaysia with an 
intricate "traditional Malay slur" (NST, 4/10/01) 
The ensemble of six white Australians, straight-faced and with the utmost 
seriousness and composure, standing in a semi-circle, barely managing to 
pronounce the words, inflects a certain incongruity and oddity to both the 
performance of the piece and the ensemble. Firstly, if it was performed by 
Malays or by local non-Malays, the light-hearted spirit of the piece would 
never be achieved. It would come very close to be sacrilegious, and would 
have been accused of showing utmost disrespect for the national language, 
and by extension, the special status of the Malays in Malaysia. Further, their 
seriousness in their performance also serves to highlight the opposite in the 
piece. Secondly, the fact that it was co-commissioned by the Song Company 
and performed by them also adds to the universal cum global value of the 
piece. Thirdly, this commission is easily construed as a product of an 
East/West power relation; however, I argue that the opposite may be the 
case here. I maintain that Rastam has successfully deployed a Western (as 
represented by the Song Company's 'whiteness') vehicle for the negotiation 
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and performative construction of her notion of a new Malay. She has 
successfully subverted a Western 'instrument' to perform her identity, that 
of the Melayu Baru. 
Rastam' s sole focus on a Malay identity as I have read and argued above 
is reflective of the Malay-dominated socio-political context she works 
within. I read the following case study, Sunetra Fernando and 10-sen, as a 
response to this domination, and particularly in resistance to Malay-defined 
national identity. Her use of the (Malay) gamelan is an attempt to dialogue 
with this notion of the national identity, and to offer a multicultural 
alternative at the same time. 
Chapter 5 - Case study 2 
Sunetra Fernando and 10-sen: 
Composing 'Bangsa Malaysia' 
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SUNETRA FERNANDO 
Fernando lectures on ethnomusicology at Universiti Malaya (UM) at the 
Pusat Kebudayaan (Cultural Centre). She had completed a masters degree 
under Dr. Mohd. Anis Md. Noor, at UM. Her thesis examined the concept of 
angin (wind); she explained it as "an indigenous concept of energy in the 
music of the ritual theatre form of makyong of Kelantan and south Thailand, 
and linking this energy with musical structures" (personal communication, 
2002). Her first encounter with the gamelan was in York University whilst 
pursuing an undergraduate degree in piano performance. She won a one-
year scholarship from the university to study Javanese gamelan in Java. 
Prior to this, she had sung in choirs, directed the National Choir, and 
accompanied singers and choirs (on the piano presumably), and had various 
directing stints (of bands and so on). Her range of involvement in music had 
been rather restricted to the Western classical music tradition. She refers to 
herself as an "accidental composer", not having learnt composition and/or 
orchestration formally. Since her return to Malaysia in 1995 from Indonesia, 
she has immersed herself in promoting and "concertising"1 the gamelan. She 
has been lauded as "a pioneer in creating and showcasing a contemporary 
Malaysian sound for gamelan through concerts and composing music for 
English language theatre in Malaysia" (Kakiseni, 16/10/01).2 Fernando, 
herself, has attributed these two theatre groups for their influence on and 
support for her work. She informed me: 
When I came back I hooked up with Five Arts Centre, with Krishen 
Jit and Faridah Merican who always have some kind of 
experimental contemporary theatre or dance-form that needed 
1 The original use of this term is attributed to Krishen Jit. See Kakiseni 21-04-2003. 
2 The English language theatre in Malaysia that Thornton and Daneels write about here are, 
of course, productions of Five Arts Centre and The Actors' Studio mentioned earlier in 
Chapter 2 and 3. 
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some flexible, looser musical. So, it began like that .. .I appreciate 
the nurturing that I had at the [Five Arts] Centre whose 
performances have centred around issues of what it is to be a 
Malaysian and our identity since the 1980s (personal 
communication, 2001). 
176 
As a result of this influence, she has invested time and effort in "creating 
a new Malaysian sound around the gamelan" (Kakiseni, 21/4/03). "From 
being a student of classical music, she has become a strong advocate for a 
contemporary Malaysian sound by mixing traditional and modern 
instruments and compositions" (ibid., 16/10/01), wrote Thornton and 
Daneels. When I asked her if she will return to the performance and practice 
of Western music tradition, she replied, 
I don't play the piano anymore. I would like to do a bit more 
singing as a performer. Piano performance, literature and Western 
musicology ha.s structured my vision. So, I don't think I've left it in 
that sense but I would not go back to piano performance or 
Western musicology because ... .I mean, what's rocking for me at 
the moment is ethnomusicology, and issues of music and identity. 
Music has been a very personal discovery journey. And it's quite 
exciting that there is an audience that responds to my kind of 
music. Hence, it's not just the self-indulgent experimentation 
(personal communication, 2001). 
Since then, Fernando has established The Gamelan Club in 1995, Rhythm 
in Bronze3 in 1999, and with the latter group, has organised concerts 
featuring the garnelan in 1997, 1999 and 2003, and produced a CD entitled 
Rhythm in Bronze: New Music for the Malaysian Gamelan in 2001. She has also 
written compositions for the gamelan, and the garnelan in ensemble with 
other instruments (Western orchestra and voice). She told me that, 
gamelan has been my base, in terms of composition. While I was 
doing Western musicological studies, I had no inspiration 
3 Both the ensemble and CD bears the same name, Rhythm in Bronze. To differentiate 
between the two, I shall italicise the name of the CD. 
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whatsoever to compose. Gamelan was a home (personal 
communication, 2001). 
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She not only featured her own works at these concerts and on the 
recording, but also works by other Malaysian composers, from various 
backgrounds, training and culture. She wrote for the CD jacket: 
This album brings together new instrumental combinations and 
musical collaborations that bear upon Malaysia's cultural diversity 
and heterogeneity. Its musical language incorporates the complex 
rhythms of the Kelantanese (Malaysian province, birthplace of 
ancient Malay theatrical traditions) drums, the Chinese shigu 
drums, Malay asli style singing, and Kelantanese rehab (bowed 
lute). Scoring for the gamelan ranges from the ubiquitous 
Southeast Asian gong-cycle and its resultant linear textures to the 
use of popular western harmonic structures (2001). 
Her most recent undertakings were two works of substantial scale: one, 
Wayang, written for Rhythm in Bronze in collaboration with the Malaysian 
Philharmonic Orchestra and the Petronas Performing Arts Group (PP AG), 
and the other with Adrian Lee for Uda dan Dara, a re-visit of a play by one of 
Malaysia's lauded writer, Usman Awang, and co-produced by The Actors' 
Studio and Five Arts Centre. Wayang is commissioned by the MPO, and 
written for the gamelan, cello, harp, clarinet and vocals. The News Straits 
Times declared it 11 an evening that celebrates the fusion of music from the 
East and West" (26/2/02). Uda dan Dara, on the other hand, is a chamber 
opera with sung dialogue, and the music is scored for a seven-piece 
contemporary rock band: bass, electric guitar, two keyboards, drum set, 
Malay percussion (rebana, geduk, gendang) and Malay flute. 
She has been celebrated for 11 creating a new Malaysian sound around the 
gamelan" (Kakiseni, 21/04/2003). However, in my interview with her, she 
stated, 
I don't set out to be 'Malaysian'. You do what you need to do. If in 
the end, it seems to have shades of this and that ... I guess what I'm 
saying is that is not a mental process. That is a response, a 
.-f 
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negotiation with environment and identity (personal 
communication, 2002). 
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My questions are: what is a new Malaysian sound? What is 'Malaysian' 
to begin with? How is a new Malaysian sound created, and by extension 
how is 'Malaysian' constructed? In this much contested area, how is one to 
balance all the various tributaries to this sound/identity? Is 'being 
Malaysian' equal to 'being Malay'? How are history and tradition factored 
into this 'new Malaysian' -ness? I am also interested in the ways in which 
Fernando may negotiate her own identity, that of the "dan lain-lain number 
four" 4• That is to say, how does one of mixed parentage (of Eurasian and 
Sinhalese) negotiate her identity in a racialised society like Malaysia. In a 
society where race is associated with culture and tradition, where does one 
of mixed race belong? Or does she belong at all? To attempt an answer to 
these questions, we shall have to digress to a discussion on what it means to 
be 'Bangsa Malaysia', a Malaysian race or nation, a new Malaysian identity. 
'BANGSA MALAYSIA' 
'Bangsa Malaysia' was listed as one of the first challenges that Malaysia 
would have to face in working towards its Vision 2020 goal. In former Prime 
Minister Dr. Mahathir's working paper "The Way Forward", it reads: "the 
challenge of establishing a united Malaysian nation ... ethnically integrated, 
living in harmony in full and fair partnership, made up of one 'Bangsa 
Malaysia' with political loyalty and dedication to the nation" 
(www.epu.my.my; accessed in 28/9/03). There were reactions from a wide 
range of the Malaysian society. There were those who applauded its vision 
and mission, and those who were sceptical about it. The Malays were 
4 Translated as "Others number four" - here "Others" in reference to the official census 
racial categories. 
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concerned that this aim for ethnic parity ("full and fair partnership") and 
call for national unity of one Malaysian race or nation will deny them their 
special rights and privileges (BT, 19/8/95). Local scholars such as Rustam A. 
Sani (1992), while in agreement of the need for a new Malaysian identity, 
propose that 'Bangsa Malaysia' should be a trajectory of the new Malay 
identity and that it exhibit Malay characteristics. The non-Malays, on the 
other hand, seized it as an invitation to discuss on what constitutes the 
Malaysian identity, with the possibility of a multicultural Malaysia on the 
horizon. This debate continues after almost 15 years in many kinds of 
forums: academic forums such as the Fourth International Malaysian Studies 
Conference in 2004, government rhetoric, political party memorandum 
(NST, 21/8/00), and letters-to-the-editor in The New Straits Times. The 
newspaper also organised two sessions of forums in 2000 and 2002 for 
everyday Malaysians from various sections of society to brainstorm on what 
'Bangsa Malaysia' means to them. These forums were successful and well 
discussed, and were transcribed and published in the newspaper without 
inhibition from the authorities. This would have been unthinkable a decade 
ago. 
What does the creation of a 'Bangsa Malaysia' encompass? How should 
national unity be envisioned? Should it retain its Malay-centrism, or should 
it be redefined as multiculturalism, unity in diversity? Dr. Mahathir himself 
defines it as those who "identify themselves with the country, speak Bahasa 
Malaysia5 and accept the Constitution" (ST, 12/9/95). He continues that in 
order to achieve this goal, "the people should start accepting each other as 
they were, regardless of race and religion". In essence, he is advocating a 
multicultural Malaysia, and justifies this as the next step of development; 
5 The Malay language is the national language of Malaysia, and hence, naturally assumes 
the title as Malaysian language. 
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Malaysia having outgrown its poverty and disparity of its earlier years. 
Many of the non-Malays latched on to Mahathir's words: S. Vijayaratnam 
wrote to The Sun stating that 
being united in Malaysia must be looked upon as loyalty to the 
Yang di-Pertuan Agong6 and the Federal Constitution, and 
adhering to the principles of Rukunegara. Malays, Chinese, 
Indians, Dayaks, Kadazans and the other ethnic groups that 
comprise this nation must take pride in their unity in diversity (The 
Sun, 9/1/01). 
Political parties such as Parti Gerakan which is dominated by Chinese, 
jumped onto the discussion, claiming that it has always held a "multi-racial 
concept" (NST, 21/8/00). In a recent conference held at the Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia (the National University of Malaysia), the Fourth 
·International Malaysian Studies Conference (2004), 'Bangsa Malaysia' was 
the central topic. In the New Straits Times report on the Conference, Rozi Ali 
wrote of the possibility of a 'Bangsa Malaysia' that is not based on race and 
ethnicity. He cites Ong Puay Liu who said that 
the barrier to national unity and integration, and the making of a 
Malaysian nation lay primarily in the nation's principle of social 
allocation or, simply put the categorisation of citizens into ethnic 
groups (NST, 11/8/04). 
He continues by citing Ong as saying that ethnicity and race have a 
tendency to politicise both personal and social identities, bringing about the 
us-versus-them binarism which inhibits unity and social cohesion. This 
report engendered a flourish of letters-to-the-editor. While there were those 
who took up a case against the use of jargon (NST, 13/8/04), and those who 
maintained the near-impossibility of realising this vision (NST, 16/8/04), 
there were also those who responded positively to Ong's thesis. P.G. Lim 
proposed a change in terminology from 'Bangsa Malaysia' to 'Rakyat 
6 The King of Malaysia. 
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Malaysia', which may be translated as 'Malaysian folk'. He asserts that the 
term 'race' or 'bangsa' is 
an attribute of birth, descent or ancestry, whereas citizenship or 
nationality or kewarganegaraan7 is acquired or conferred upon a 
person along with rights, duties and obligations that adhere to that 
status (NST, 1/9/04). 
He continues that "the issue of race divides our society; it is embedded in 
the national ethos", and concludes that to use the same term for national 
unity contradicts itself. He proposes that 'rakyat' should be the preferred 
term as it is "a word that has universal appeal with no political or racial 
undertones and is acceptable to all" (ibid.). 
Returning to Fernando and the reputation she has gained through her 
music and performance on the gamelan, my question remains how does an 
artiste and particularly a composer, perceives what it is to be a Malaysian, 
and how does she negotiate this in and through her music. What musical 
processes and materials are involved in this negotiation? More specifically, 
how will a Malaysian officially categorised as an 'other' (one who does not 
quite belong in a racialised Malaysian society) work out her Malaysian-ness? 
What does 'Bangsa Malaysia' mean to her? I shall attempt to answer some of 
these questions through my reading of 10-sen. 
10-SEN 
10-sen is written for gamelan, rebab (spike-fiddle) and female vocals. 
Fernando writes in the Rhythm in Bronze CD notes, "10-sen refers to the 
expression to speak one's 2-cents worth" (2001). On its first performance, 
Zainal Alam Kadir writes that the contemporary works, of which 10-sen was 
7 Translated as 'citizenship'. 
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one of them, "were simply uplifting (if not mind-blowing)" (NST, 10/03/97). 
Their performances "left the audience in awe". He continued: 
Obviously, Fernando and friends understand the instrument, their 
functions, limitation and potential, very well. And since most of 
them are formally trained in music, their sensitivity and technique 
were evident during the concert. The effort to marry the traditional 
sound with a modern sensibility was really appreciated. Best of all, 
Fernando and the "band" were very subtle about many things. 
Less was certainly more ... (ibid.). 
With much appreciation, he applauds Fernando individually for her efforts: 
The vocal harmonies, the amazingly "altered" sound of the 
recorder (how'd you do that, Fernando?), the soothing modem 
flute, or even the "dabs" of the "creaking wail" of the rebab -
Fernando had definitely elevated herself to a new plane (ibid.). 
Antares writes some years later in a review of a subsequent concert put 
up by Rhythm in Bronze in 2003, 
The idea of incorporating gamelan in modem musical genres is 
certainly not a novel one. Lewis Pragasam' s Asiabeat Project was 
among the first to experiment with a sort of East-West jazz fusion. 
However, Pragasam was content to merely use the gamelan sound 
as an exotic percussive sample, thus relegating to it a cameo role. 
Sunetra Fernando's musical vision places the gamelan solidly at the 
centre of the firmament, allowing for an interesting variety of 
eclectic embellishments to be added to the courtly and mystical 
sonority of the ceremonial gamelan (Kakiseni, 30/04/03). 
Antares draws out the difference between Pragasam' s and Fernando's 
use of the gamelan, stating that as opposed to the former' s use, Fernando 
has effectively featured the gamelan as an instrument to be reckoned with, 
and not just for its exoticism. Other newspaper reviews reflect the local 
reception of the concert. There were those who embraced its novelty as 
exemplified in Zainal Alam Kadir's review. Thornton and Daneels's review 
demonstrated appreciation and acceptance as its title reveals: "Rhythm in 
Bronze: Creating a new Malaysian tradition in gamelan". Furthermore, a 
member of the audience commended Fernando's "initiative to revitalize 
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traditional music"8• There were also glowing approval of the concert, 
praising it for "creating a new Malaysian sound around the gamelan" 
apparent in an interview with Fernando in 2003 (Kakiseni, 21/04/03) (italics 
mine). 
Nonetheless, the question remains what exactly "a new Malaysian 
sound" encompasses. I suggest that 10-sen is demonstrative of Fernando's 
negotiation (and construction) of this new Malaysian identity, 'Bangsa 
Malaysia'. This process of signification is best apprehended with the 
following discussion on the mechanics of the music, to include a discussion 
on the various components (form, melody, rhythm, instrumentation and 
scalar system) involved, the ways in which they may relate to each other, 
how these components may differ from their traditional origin or from their 
present convention, and so on. I argue that the performative aspect of the 
gamelan ensemble, and the dialogism of the musical elements in the piece 
are demonstrative of Fernando's negotiation of her non-raced identity and 
subsequent construction of 'Bangsa Malaysia'. 
Form and texture 
10-sen is in an arch form: A B C D C' B' A', beginning with a very quiet 
gamelan segment and ending in a truncated version of the same. If A is quiet 
and tranquil, D is loud and chaotic. Sections B and C are more melodious, 
with the additions of the rebab and vocals in the respective sections. Section 
A begins by exploring "the full range of the pitches of the gamelan's 
metallophones" (Rhythm in Bronze, 2001), with the quiet tinkering of the 
saron on pitches roughly equivalent to: B-flat and C, and by extending from 
those two pitches: B-flat, C, D to B-flat, C, G, and so on until the entire range 
s My translation of "bagaimanapun ucapan tahniah harus saya berikan sekali lagi buat 
ensemble ini atas inisitif menghidupkan muzik tradisional. .. " (Kakiseni, 16/10/01) 
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of pitches available on the gamelan is exhausted, that is, B-flat, C, D, F, and 
G, which is basically the slendro scale, and hence, establishes the 'tonality' of 
the piece. The number of instruments increases as the section progresses; 
each one enters at various times: the saron is followed by the kenong and 
peking, followed by the demung, and so on. Its texture gradually becomes 
thicker and more complex with each additional layer of instruments, 
expanding the limited number of pitches to various ranges, from the gong in 
the lowest to the peking in the highest. The manner in which the 
pitches/tonality of the piece is introduced is not reflective of the traditional 
genre. The way in which the saron and peking is used in the beginning has 
closer resemblance to the piano than in its conventional use. I shall elaborate 
on this further when I discuss the instrumentation involved. 
A build-up in volume and repetition of pitches anticipates the entry of 
the rebab which marks a change, to section B. Here the gamelan ensemble 
acts as an accompaniment to the melodic rebab. The former ceases its 
autonomy and recedes to the background. The rebab melody 
instantaneously becomes the centre of attention here. The melody is built on 
similar pitches as the gamelan with the addition of E and F-sharp. The first 
melodic pattern, D - F - F-sharp, is a sub-mode in the rebab and vocal style 
of the dance drama Mak Yong. I shall return to this discussion later as well. 
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Example 5.1 Transcription of rebab melody 
The rebab drops away indicating another change, leaving the gamelan to 
play a repetition of the pattern built on G, B-flat, C, B-flat, C, F', in 
preparation for the entries of the vocals, of Section C. Two soprano voices 
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sing in parts on the single syllable "ooh". Here again, the melody takes 
precedence while the gamelan ensemble acts as an accompaniment to the 
vocal melody. The melody is constructed differently from the sung parts of 
any traditional gamelan genre. It is constructed on a rather symmetrical 
shape, with the highest pitch more or less in the centre. Vocals in traditional 
genres are usually for story-telling (Matusky and Chopyak, 1998). The vocal 
melody expands on the pitches already established by the gamelan ensemble 
as well as the rebab, to almost a full chromatic scale on B-flat. Initially the 
voices sing in close parallel thirds; in the last three phrases, they diverge into 
counterpoint. As the melody rises up by a tone in the third phrase, the 
volume increases. At the end of the last phrase, everything quietens down 
leaving the gamelan to transition into the next section, Section D, which 
Fernando refers to as the "rabble". 
The seemingly cacophony of this section is interesting. Referred to as "a 
rabble of voices declaiming monetary value" (Rhythm in Bronze, 2001), this 
section brings to mind the acoustics of the marketplace, where prices are 
haggled over between buyers and sellers. Fernando is playing with the title 
of the piece "10-sen", as if to "say your 10-cents' worth" (email 
communication, 2004).9 This acoustic mayhem is well interjected with a 
(seemingly) chaotic jumble of various pitches sounded on the gamelan 
instruments (gongs and drums). Fernando described the process as follows: 
The middle section ... the rabble, yes like a market. .. the game was 
to get people to name a price and whack an instrument (personal 
communication, 2002). 
9 This phrase itself is a localised version of to 'speak your two-cents' worth', as referred to 
earlier in this chapter. 
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Example 5.2 Excerpt to show vocal melody and part in Section C10 
The section begins with the voices in a hush and the sporadic 
interjections of short phrases on the various instruments of the gamelan. 
Gradually the voices gain volume and clarity. "Twenty cents, one dollar, 
twenty-five cents", and so on: these 'prices' are iterated in English with a 
distinct Malaysian accent. The haggling builds up to a commotion, in terms 
of intensity of the voices and the volume of both voices and instruments, 
fermenting into a vortex of noise, losing clarity and intelligibility. In the 
meantime, more tension is built up by the incessant striking at the gong to 
10 Unless otherwise noted, all excerpts are from composer's score. 
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yield a groundswell of 'atmospheric noise' to anticipate a climax. This 
commotion comes to an abrupt end. As the gong vibrates on, the demung, 
slentem, saran and peking of the gamelan ensemble continues playing a 
variation of the beginning motive. This leads to a return of the female voices. 
This section is by far the loudest, most chaotic, and in that sense most 
distanced from the soft and tranquillity of the beginning. 
Unlike before, the vowel sung this time is "aah". The melody here is 
extracted from the one in the first C section. (See Example 5.3) There is also a 
change in time signature in this section, from compound quadruple in C 
(before the 'rabble') to presently compound triple. The lower voice no longer 
sings a third below the upper voice, but in an interval of a minor sixth 
below. The melodic line is also different: less complicated, shorter and in 
regular phrases. The first phrase is sequenced down by about a tone, 
without variation. This pattern is repeated. Each phrase is only six beats 
each, without any divisions. Hence, section C' is shorter in duration. 
Example 5.3 Excerpt to show vocal melody and part in Section C' 
Upon completing the above phrases, the voices drop off and the gamelan 
instruments quieten down somewhat to lead to the re-entry of the rebab on 
the same melody as previously, albeit truncated (4 x 3-beat phrases). It is 
extremely short, more like a perfunctory return of the rehab. The piece ends 
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with the gamelan instruments repeating the same three pitches: G, B-flat and 
C, accented by the intermittent sound of the gong. The ending is almost 
identical to harmonics: pitches played at a high register very softly. 
There is no development of any melodic material in this piece. The 
changing sections introduce new instruments and material which do not 
evolve during the course of the piece. For example, A' is not a development 
of material introduced in A, but rather a truncated version of it. Each section 
is anticipated by a transitory sub-section which eases from one section to 
another. Change is noticed nonetheless. 
Melody and scale 
As mentioned above, the 'tonality' of the piece is basically established by the 
gamelan, on the five pitches of the slendro scale. However, the scalar 
materials used in the piece are not limited to this scale. By means of an 
accumulative process, the material basis is expanded to almost an entire 
chromatic scale. Section A employs B-flat, C, D, F and G; in section B, with 
the entrance of the rehab, another pitch (E) is added to this base material: B-
flat, C, D, E, F and G. In section C, the vocal melody further adds to this base 
pitches B-natural, C-sharp, F-sharp and A, accruing to a total of 11 pitches: 
Bflat, B-natural, C C-sharp, D, E-flat, E, F, F-sharp, G and A. The illustration 
below attempts to demonstrate this process. 
Section C vocals 
Section B rehab 
Section A gamelan 
c 
c 
D E 
D 
F 
F 
G 
G 
Fernando draws on the five-toned slendro scale as the basis of her scalar 
system, but is not confined by it; it changes during the course of the piece. 
From a five-toned slendro scale, it expands into almost a chromatic scale of 
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eleven tones (which we are reminded that is Western-derived). In short, the 
sonic characteristic of the piece changes during the process, from an 
exoticism as implied with the use of the slendro to an extemporisation of the 
modem near-12-tone chromaticism of 20th century compositions. Fernando 
does not leave this unresolved, nonetheless; the return to the solo gamelan 
serves to bring some sort of resolution to the breach incurred during the 
piece. 
Turning to the aspects of the melody, the rehab melody is basically 
centred on two tones, D and C: the first set on D and the subsequent set 
shifts down to C. While this is not unusual, the regularity in the phrasing of 
the rehab melody and its division into two sets are out of the traditional 
norm. Further, its contour (rising and falling) and compliance with the 
restrictions of the barlines and metre is unusual in traditional melodies. In 
comparison to notations of traditional melodies, such as Menghadap Rebab, 
the melody in 10-sen is much simpler with much less embellishment. 
Although the rehab melody is improvised on, it is not as elaborate as it is 
traditionally; further in this case, the improvisation is limited to the shape 
and contour of the melodic line. (Compare the illustration below with 
Example 5.1) The first phrase of the melody resembles, albeit truncated, the 
more traditional melodic style, particularly when in comparison with Kijang 
Mas (Nasuruddin, 1992:54-58): the 'rocking' motion of the melodic phrases 
back and forth within a restricted intervallic range, and the arrival and held-
down pitch at the end of group of quicker notes. Despite this resemblance, a 
downbeat on the beginning of every bar is heard and felt very clearly, firstly 
in the gamelan accompaniment and is further accentuated when the rehab 
melody pauses on the second beat of the bar. 
The second phrase, however, sounds much more like a Western-derived 
melody, particularly in the regularity of the two-by-two phrasing. The first 
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bar of this phrase is repeated in exact pitches and rhythm, with a very slight 
deviation of a turn on the first note (B-flat) of the second part of the phrase. 
In addition, there is a sense of direction to this phrase: the first bar being the 
antecedent and the second the consequent of an arch-like melodic construct, 
and this is repeated in the next two bars. It is also possible that the second 
bar of this second phrase is a loose sequence of the first bar. Whichever the 
case, the second bar comes across as fulfilling the first. Its rhythm is also 
highly regular with the exception of its slightly off-beat entrance at the 
beginning of every bar. From the recording, it is clear that the flow of the 
melody is regulated by the barlines of three crotchet beats each. In summary, 
although on the surface the melody is produced on a Malay traditional 
instrument and intoned in somewhat resemblance of its traditional style, the 
structure of the melody obviously originates from the Western musical art. 
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Example 5.4 Rebab melody of Menghadap Rebab (Mak Yong) 11 
The vocal melody in section C is rather predictable; in the sense, that it is 
a "sequence of rising dominant sevenths" (Fernando, email communication, 
2004). It spans an interval of a diminished fifth, beginning and ending on the 
same principal. The melody and phrases always begin with a pickup, 
leading to a strong beat in the next bar. Phrase 2 is a repeat of Phrase 1 (C7) 
with the addition of a second voice, and likewise Phrase 4 is a repeat of 
Phrase 3 (D7). On the score, the sopranos actually switch: the first soprano 
sings the melody in Phrase l, and in Phrase 2 switches down a third to sing 
its part while the second soprano sings the melody. This is the same in 
11 Nasuruddin, 1992:47-48. 
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Phrase 3 and 4. The melody in Phrase 3 and 4 is a sequence (up a tone) of the 
principal melody, with Phrase 4 deviating slightly from th~ principal 
melody. It extends the range from a diminished fifth to (enharmonic) major 
sixth and the length of the phrase, from ending on the last beat of the bar to 
first beat of the next bar. The contour of this phrase changes slightly as well: 
the last note of the phrase takes the contour upwards as opposed to the 
original direction. (Refer to Example 5.2) 
The melody in the last four phrases is a derivation of the principal 
melody in Phrase 1. It is built on the pitches of G7, with some chromaticisms 
such as flattened third of the scale, and so on. The pitch material for this 
segment is based on a blues pentatonic scale. It is freer than the principle 
melody and has a larger range of major sixth. The phrasing is irregular (as 
opposed to the regular phrases previously): beginnings and endings of these 
four phrases do not coincide with downbeats. The part accompanying the 
melody is also freer; its entry is displaced by three beats, entering on the 
third below the principal note of the melody and is no longer restricted to 
strict parallel thirds, but more polyphonic in nature. (Refer to Example 5.2) 
The recurrence of the vocal melody in Section C' is much simpler and 
shorter than in its previous incarnation in Section C. This current melody 
does not have a pickup and begins right on the first beat of the bar. As the 
performance of this section differs from the notated score, and is much less 
complicated, I shall defer to the performance instead in my discussion. 
Melodic statement is again in two phrases; the second phrase begins like a 
sequence (a tone lower) of the first, but ends with some slight deviation. (See 
Example 5.3) The rising second figure from the previous vocal melody is 
retained here, however, it has changed from a rising minor second to a rising 
major second. The melody is basically built on a succession of a major 
second interval, a minor third and followed by another major second. The 
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second vocal part, the accompanying part, is also much simpler than it was 
in the C section; it is comprised of descending minor seconds in the first 
phrase and major seconds in the second. We recall that this vocal melody is 
sung on a singular syllable 'ooh' or 'ah'. I want to draw attention to the 
incongruity of this melody and sung text to the gamelan: one is Western-
derived singing on an un-placeable (as in vowels that do not signify a 
particular place) set of vowels against the Southeast Asian metallaphones. 
Rebab melody in Section B' is a reprise of the same in section B and 
differs only in the number of repeats of the phrases. Section A', the return of 
the gamelan solo, works more like a coda (and is noted as so on the score) 
than a real section. It clearly indicates an ending to wrap-up the piece. The 
gong and kenong emphasise the bass G, while the rest of the instruments 
reiterate the slendro scale especially pitch 1 and 2, which more or less 
equates to B-flat and C. 
Instrumentation 
The gamelan, rebab and voices are used in traditional ensembles, especially 
those used to accompany dance-dramas (such as Mak Yong) and shadow 
puppet play (wayang kulit). Both the gamelan ensemble and rebab have been 
removed from their traditional setting as accompanying ensemble and 
instruments (for dance dramas, shadow puppet play or story-telling), and 
placed into a new setting and environment, that is, the concert platform as 
instruments of non-functional absolute music. The vocals, too, in traditional 
wayang kulit and story-telling genres function as narrators. The vocals in 10-
sen do not function as such and in fact serve in a purely instrumental 
capacity. 
Fernando's use of the gamelan not only varies from its traditional setting, 
it also differs from its traditional structures. She wrote in her email 
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communication with me that she had no "intention to negotiate or dialogue 
with traditional or contemporary gamelan sensibilities based on 
compositional structure" (2004). This is evinced at the start of the piece. She 
said: 
The beginning part ... the xylophones ... you get about four octaves, 
and each instrument is an octave, and generally the Javanese use 
all four octaves playing simultaneously as a core around which 
other instruments embellish. You've got a frame and the other 
instruments fill that out. With this, I was thinking about the 
instrument separately but trying to have a sense of octave and 
working through all those instruments together in the first part. 
(Personal communication, 2002) 
She has broken up the ensemble into its individual components and has 
divided them according to an octaval division based on a Western musical 
delimitation. The gamelan, structurally dismantled, is in essence made to 
perform like a piano. Instead of the various instruments in the ensemble 
playing simultaneously in interlocking rhythms, they are made, especially at 
the beginning section, to play in succession, producing synchronous patterns 
that span a range of pitches from lower to higher. The saran is particularly 
prominent here. In the beginning phrases, the saran is used to build the 
tonal basis of the entire piece, by graduai increment of pitches with each 
cycle. The end result of these numerous cycles is a series of tones within the 
general vicinity of B-flat major tonality. (See Example 5.5) In the few phrases 
preceding the entrance of the rehab, the same focus on B-flat major tonality 
is again recapitulated in preparation for the flowing section. In essence, the 
saran is made to arpeggiate a pseudo-B-flat major chord: B-flat - C - F - B-
flat'. In essence, the gamelan is made to reproduce the pitches of the piano, 
providing the harmonic basis upon which the rehab and the vocals are laid 
above it. 
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The use of the gong is particularly promment in the piece too, especially 
since its role here is varied from its traditional one. Instead of marking the 
number of cycles, and therefore, having a rhythmic function, the gong is 
used to provide the harmonic structure for the piece. It acts as the bass, 
providing a harmonic/tonal anchor for the work. The entire composition 
seems to be anchored on G, the sixth pitch of the slendro scale, which could 
possibly serve as a tonal centre. 
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Example 5.5 Beginning of Section A 
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Harmony 
It is obvious that 10-sen was constructed on the basis of Western harmony 
and tonality by the way Fernando harmonises the voices, constructs the 
rebab and vocal melodies, and in her communication with me. In Section C 
where the two sopranos vocalise "ooh", it is clear where Fernando 
appropriated the homophonic texture from. The harmony employed here is 
a clear indication of her training in the Western art music tradition. In the 
latter half of the same section, the two voices sing in semi-polyphonic style, 
although not strictly abiding by 18th century counterpoint rules: the use of 
major seconds, augmented/ diminished intervals, parallel fifths and so on is 
another deviation from the established conventions of the style and 
technique. 
In her email communication with me, Fernando also raised the idea the 
"voices [in Section C] extend the scale into the dominant" (2004). What is 
this dominant of? This expression clearly indicates that Fernando is still 
thinking or composing within the confines of tonality (and Western art 
music). If we recall, the vocals add to the base pitch/scalar materials pitches 
B-natural, C-sharp, F-sharp and A. It is the combination of the last pitch, A, 
and pitch E that was added by the rebab melody that gives the sense of a 
major seventh chord on the dominant of B-flat: F-A-C-E. 
The additive process of layering one instrument over another in the 
gamelan solo section, A, produces incidental harmonies built on the slendro 
scale. Thus, it is expected that these harmonies are non-triadic, and may be 
more cluster-like. However, due to the quiet nature of the gamelan and thin 
texture, they do not come across as obtrusive. 
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Rhythm 
Fernando uses simple and uncomplicated rhythms, although there is some 
attempt to displace rhythmic regularity. With the exception of the very 
beginning, the feel of a triple metre is consistent throughout the piece. In the 
sections before the 'rabble', the metre oscillates between 12/4 and 6/4, and 
finally settles on 9/4 after the 'rabble'. Thus, there are two occasions that the 
regularity of the metre were not applied, that is, in the beginning of Section 
A and Section D, the 'rabble'. Section A serves to establish the metrical 
regularity gradually. Although the metre is not applied at the outset, there is 
still a sense of a regular beat (without the accented downbeat of a metre). 
Leading to the entry of the rebab, the gamelan ensemble oscillates between a 
triple and a quadruple metre. This leads into a regular duple metre with the 
entry of the rebab. On the written score, it seems to be Fernando's intention 
for further disruption in applying hemiola in Section C', where the soprano 
1 will sing in a quadruple metre and soprano 2 in triple metre. However, in 
the recording of the performance, this did not come through. 
The 'rabble' is an important section in this piece, as it seems to be an apex 
of the piece. Rhythmically, it is furthest away from the regularity of the 
gamelan beginning and all the other sections. The chaotic cacophony of 
voices and gamelan defy the regularity of the metres and beats that came 
before and is forthcoming. This section is more about discontinuity and 
rupture; it rhythmically, melodically and structurally dissociates itself from 
the preceding sections. Its character is one of chaos and upheaval, the 
rupture from the organised and mellow sombreness of those other sections. 
However, unlike Rastam' s abrupt endings, Fernando is careful to provide a 
resolution after creating a schism; the recapitulation of Section A and B 
serves to provide a conclusion to the drama of the piece. 
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The above discussion on the mechanics of the music is aimed at 
illustrating the process of change and syncretism of each strand that enters 
into the music. The melodic structures, rhythmic patterns, instrumentation, 
the addition of harmonies and tonality, and the dynamic differences in 
sections are all demonstrative of Fernando's ingenuity in syncretising these 
materials in one piece. Unlike Rastam' s abrupt endings and quick 
juxtapositions of styles and sections, Fernando section changes, although 
equally dynamic, tend to be calmer, and set up with some preparation and 
resolution. While Rastam' s Lapangan may be witty, Fernando's is less 
agitated but still clever. There seems to be a common characteristic between 
both pieces: change is the only constant. What do syncretism and change 
mean in the context of Malaysian society, particularly in the context of Kuala 
Lumpur? Within this context, I suggest that such syncretism and change is 
indicative of Fernando's participation (albeit musically) in the debate on 
what the new Malaysian identity should be. 
Composing 'Bangsa Malaysia' 
Before it is possible for her to construct the new identity, she has to, firstly, 
create new ground for her own belonging in Malaysian society. As a non-
Malay, non-Chinese· and non-Indian, but a mix of Sinhalese and Eurasian 
parentage, it is impossible for her to lay claim to any of the established and 
official categories of culture and tradition in Malaysia; she will always be an 
outsider. 
De-racinating tradition 
Siting her negotiations on 10-sen, it is necessary that as a member of the 'dan 
lain-lain' ('others' in official census), she works out her own mis-fit. The 
composer, as a mixed-race Malaysian, pursues to acquire the cultural capital 
of the dominant race (the art of performing on the gamelan), adopts it as her 
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own and then seeks to promote this culture back not just to the people who 
claims it traditionally, but to the society at large as well. She inscribes into 
the composition her own displacement as cultural minority within a 
hegemonic Malay culture. On the reverse, none of these traditions can lay 
claim on her as well, which liberates her to construct her identity as she 
chooses. However, this new belonging identity must be deracinated, that is, 
a Malaysian identity that is not governed and constructed based on race. By 
doing so, not only is she is calling for the audience to forget her race, to 
overlook the incongruity of her race (or racelessness) with the performing 
arts she is championing, she is also composing/performing her right to 
belong. Thus, by extension the ensemble serving as the embodiment of 'new 
Malaysian', refers to the same plea to disregard race (as associated with the 
instruments and their performers) as the basis of identity politics, but on 
issues of nationhood (as is represented by the 'rabble' of the marketplace, 
etc.), of 'place' Malaysia: a hybrid place, imbricated by its various histories. 
She is not composing a Malaysian identity that is inter-racial or trans-ethnic, 
but one that is e-raced, where the issue of race is a non-entity in its 
construction and negotiation. With this definition of the Malaysian identity 
then, there is room for those who do not belong under the banner of 'Malay', 
'Chinese' or 'Indian', and would, therefore, have a right to a Malaysian 
culture that is not linked inextricably with any of the racial categories. 
The gamelan, once used in the kampung (village) ceremonies and festivals 
(Nasuruddin, 1992), is in this performance concertised and decontextualised 
from that previous environment. Traditionally the gamelan orchestra served 
to accompany dance drama (Mak Yong), shadow puppet theatre, and to 
provide entertainment and accompany joget gamelan in the royal court of 
Trengganu (east coast of the Peninsular). In that traditional setting, it 
partook in a meaning-making ritual in the village social life as well as in the 
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royal court. Due to quick urbanisation and modernisation in the last few 
decades, the gamelan has lost its import in the social fabric of the kampung 
and royal court as well. However, in Malaysia the gamelan has been reified 
as a symbol of Malayness. The gamelan has been removed from its 'natural' 
surroundings and by extension its traditional context, and is now re-placed 
in a concert hall, a modem/Westernised environment. However, this new 
environment is foreign to it and does not befit its acoustics;12 the gamelan' s 
soft and mellow timbre do not transcend well in a large hall, and is more 
suitable in the confined space of a smaller venue. 
This concertised setting plays with the symbol; while the gamelan retains 
its position as a signifier of Malayness, its new context also serves to deny 
this association. In the first place, the process of reviving the tradition has 
already disengaged the gamelan from its traditional context, and thereby, its 
traditional role in the social structure of Malay kampung. So, while it still 
represents Malay and Malayness, the nature of this representation has 
changed in the process of its removal. There had occurred a rupture from the 
past, and de-linked from its associations with the kampung or the palace. It 
also imperative to recognise that the kampung itself is another Malay 
signifier. (Shamsul, 2001) Another cause of this rupture is the fact that 
traditionally the gamelan has never been performed on its own. It has 
always served as an accompaniment to the previously mentioned dance 
drama, theatre and dance (as court entertainment}.13 This rupture from its 
past and its subsequent displacement in the concert hall is further 
12 As according to Fernando, personal communication, 2004. 
13 For more on the historical and cross-cultural developments of the gamelan in Central Java 
society, see Sumarsam, 1995. Here Sumarsam argues that the development of the current 
theories on gamelan has its roots in European culture, including European music. Both 
Sumarsam and Notosudirdjo (2001) discuss the issue of Indonesian nationalism built 
around the gamelan instrument. 
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heightened by the body of the performers; as they are both non-Malay and 
led by a woman. Traditionally, the gamelan ensemble is led by the drummer 
and is usually male. In the performance of 10-sen, the ensemble is made up 
of both Malays and non-Malays, and led by Fernando herself on the rebab. 
The racial hybridity embodied in such a mixed group performing on a 
'Malay instrument' reifies the disjuncture between what is traditional and 
the new. Hence, this disjuncture also serves to break previous associations of 
the tradition with one particular race; thereby uncoupling the fixity of 
gamelan and Malayness. Therefore, while the gamelan in its new concertised 
setting retains its symbolic status as a signifier of Malay and Malayness, this 
signification is at the same time disavowed by the re-inscription of the 
different gender in the first place, and in the second the multiracialism of its 
performers. 
Another cause of rupture and disjuncture is in the use of the English 
language in the middle section of the piece: in the 'rabble' where the 
performers are declaiming prices in a Malaysian-accented English. I would 
like to draw your attention to this section itself: the haggling, chaos and 
disorderliness, and its position in the construction of the piece, that is, at its 
climax. What do this section and its placement in the form imply? Fernando, 
herself, refers to this section as "rabble", that is, to mean "disorderly crowd" 
(Oxford Paperback, 1997). I would like to highlight not only the 
inappropriateness of superimposing English over a Malay signifier, but also 
the inappropriateness of this section itself. Amidst the sombreness 
(seriousness) and mystique in the earlier sections, we have an outbreak of 
sheer absurdity marked by its chaotic 'noise', seemingly without an aim or 
purpose. Listening to it, the listener is surprised and (depending who you 
are) laughs at the absurdity displayed. Granted, all the preceding sections 
have not strictly complied with traditional norms, this climactic section, 
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nonetheless, remains the ultimate demonstration of a lack of respect and 
ridiculousness. 
The language associated with the gamelan is, of course, Malay, and will 
never be English, the colonialists' language. The use of English here is not 
unproblematic. If we recall my discussion of Malayisation in Chapter 2, I 
raised the issue that Malay nationalism sought to revert to the use of Malay 
as the national language. Although English was very much the lingua franca 
in urban Malaysia, its use was frowned upon and discouraged. Writers were 
under duress not to write in English but in Malay. Hence, Fernando's use of 
English here and especially in association with Malay arts is considered an 
infringement and flouting the authority of the tradition. However, because 
this takes place within the space of performance (and more so in music 
performance), this offence is taken lightly. 
Secondly, the displacement of the Malay language by English in this case 
serves to severe the connection of language to tradition. The Malay language 
is de-linked from the Malay symbol, the gamelan and proposes a rupture in 
the assumed stability of Malayness. Furthermore, its use is unanticipated 
and framed within the preceding and proceeding sections of sombreness 
implying respect. There is no text in the preceding sections to indicate what 
the piece is heading towards in the middle section. The section just 
preceding and proceeding from the 'rabble' is bridged by the female voices 
on vowels /1 ooh" and /1 aah". Both sets of vowels are ambiguous: 
unidentifiable as belonging to any language group, and yet, belonging to 
every one. Fernando could be using them as a buffer zone to mediate the 
highly contentious (and potentially explosive) use of English in Malay arts. 
By association, the language the listener expects would be Malay, as it is 
the language of associated with the gamelan. Thus, when one hears the 
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'prices' iterated in English, albeit in Malaysian-English accent, it is quite a 
surprising turn. Its unexpected use of English and the sudden change from 
the composed and serene to the disorderly and mayhem produce a sense of 
comic or comedy, and a definite sense of non-seriousness. By placing 
English in the middle of the composition (and at the climactic section), she 
draws attention to this ostensible inappropriateness without being 
apologetic about it. She is stating as a matter-of-fact that English is a 
language very much part of the social landscape of Malaysia as Malay is. But 
because this inappropriateness is embedded within a display of promoting 
and showcasing the Malay gamelan, it is forgivable. One may even laugh at 
its inappropriateness and misfit, especially when accompanied by the chaos 
of this section. 
Fernando, herself, said in an interview with Kakiseni, that she feels 
"perhaps using English will not be so formidable" (Thornton and Daneels, 
2001). As she expresses here, the use of English is similar to Rastam's play 
on the Malay language; its use and also its unexpected sudden entrance in 
the middle of the piece serve to undermine the weightiness and solemnity 
attached to the nationalisation of the Malay language, and its subsequent 
reification as a Malay signifier. By juxtaposing English over a bed of several 
Malay signifiers, and interposing this language between sections of 
'Malayness', Fernando defies the hegemonic norms and expectations. 
Further, by privileging English over Malay, she re-addresses the pre-
eminence of the Malay language, and opens up a channel for the mediation 
between races based on a language that is effectively racial-neutral at least 
within the current context of Malaysia. As Mandal points out, English is the 
language for the expression of a 'new' Malaysian identity due in part to the 
increase of its use in the private sector, and more so, the English language is 
the language for all Malaysians, "as its ownership cannot be claimed by any 
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one ethnic group" (2001a:160). Mandal also argues that "it is largely through 
language that social life is negotiated in Malaysia" (ibid.:161), and he sees 
language as "mediating multiethnic and transethnic cultural solidarities" 
(ibid.). 
East/West hvbrid 
By having the gamelan emulate the piano, Fernando has effectively changed 
the nature of the gamelan; instead of sounding in interlocking patterns, the 
ensemble is broken up and re-arranged to perform like a piano. The result is 
an acoustical effect that is in-between the gamelan and the piano: it performs 
like a piano by providing a harmonic basis by the arpeggiating of the pseudo 
B-flat chord, but it also produces the mellow timbre of the bronze plates 
despite its difference in nature. Thus, this sound produced is always 
something-like-but-never-quite-the-same as either the piano or the gamelan, 
and therefore is rightly situated in the hybrid space in-between an 'Eastern' 
and a 'Western' sound. This hybridity is also demonstrated in the use of 
harmonies in the vocal parts. The use of harmonies and counterpoint is, of 
course, reflective of her training and education in Western musical arts up to 
her discovery of the gamelan in the 1990s. The combination of the use of 
both counterpoint and homophony on a melody that is based on a not-quite 
well-tempered scale, sung by two female vocalists using a stylised Malay 
'asli' singing style, produces a curious sonic blend that is not unappealing. 
The act of hybridisation is most prominent when Fernando positions 
English in the very centre of the piece, further accentuating the East/West 
hybridity. Despite the Malay language's official status as national language, 
English still functions as the lingua franca of day-to-day inter-racial 
communications, and especially in Kuala Lumpur and among the middle-
class Malaysians, and is used in the arts for negotiation of a transethnic 
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solidarity as mentioned in Chapter 2 in my discussion on the alternative 
spaces for negotiations. On another level, English is the language of 
globalisation, of international economics, popular culture and diplomacy. 
Thus, by positioning English in the middle of the piece, she draws the 
listener's attention to her own cosmopolitanism, and by extension the Kuala 
Lumpur metropolis and her own embrace of Malaysia's colonial and 
postcolonial history. 
The recontextualisation of the gamelan also situates it in between the 
traditional and the modem. Although the instruments are traditional, its 
modem concert setting ascribes a certain level of hybridity to it. Its 
placement in a modern proscenium theatre, firstly, as I have mentioned 
previously, is not suited to the more subdued acoustics of the gamelan. 
Technology is required to counter this, in terms of microphones and such. 
Secondly, as . with all proscenium theatres, the focus is entirely on the 
performance on stage, an elevated platform, set apart and away from the 
audience. This concertisation, together with the Western-derived act of 
music composition, has accorded this form of gamelan music a different set 
of values; it now demands to be heard on its own, to be appreciated on its 
own, and not in accompaniment to any other form of entertainment. It has 
taken on an art-for-art's-sake status. The music is now the sole focus of the 
audience, an audience that is expected to remain at a distance and sit quietly 
through its performance in obeisance to the artistry (and mastery) of the 
composer. 
'Bangsa Malaysia' 
The gamelan' s role to facilitate meaning-making in a community (either in 
the kampung at harvest time or as symbol of royalty at the Trengganu court) 
is now hijacked for a modern and larger community, a national community 
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for the negotiation of a new national identity, 'Bangsa Malaysia'. This new 
identity is, firstly, race-less; secondly, hybrid; thirdly, global yet regional. 
The gamelan, displaced from its 'natural' surroundings and context, is 
presently re-placed in an alien and modem environment of the concert hall. 
This combination of the process of displacement and re-placement serves to 
uncouple it from its network of Malay signifiers, namely the kampung and 
royal court, not to mention the Malay language. Its function as a Malay 
signifier is recognised and acknowledged, while at the same time, it is 
disavowed due to the broken associations with other Malay signifiers. 
Hence, the gamelan has now been made suitable as a site for the 
construction of a new identity that is not based on race. It has been 
deracinated for the purpose of composing a syncretic identity that is race-less. 
Upon this clean slate is layered a myriad of 'voices': the rehab, Malay 
'asli' vocal style, harmonies and hybrid scalar system, Malaysian-accented 
English and the multiracialism of the performers. Each of these 'voices' is 
changed in the process of hybridization and/or creolised in this process. 
They are required to perform outside their norms. None of them retain their 
authentic role or sound or pattern. Under Fernando's mastery this 
multiplicity of 'voices' coheres and is coerced into producing a new sound, 
one that celebrates the hybridity and syncretism: purity is thrown out, and 
replaced by the impure and the inauthentic. The new identity recognises the 
multiple 'voices' of the Malaysian social landscape, and seeks to be 
inclusive. Fernando, through 10-sen, proposes a syncretic identity: one that 
embraces the impure, hybrid and creolised nature of the present cultures in 
Malaysian society. 
Nonetheless, this syncretic identity is moulded on Malay culture, just as 
Rhythm in Bronze is moulded on the gamelan ensemble. The gamelan 
ensemble itself has come to represent the Nusantara, the geographical 
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location of Malaysia within the Malay archipelago. The region, from Burma 
to the southern Philippines (Suyenaga, 1984), shares the claim to this 
percussive ensemble as one representative of the mainstay of its tradition. 
Further, the use of the gamelan as the core of this contemporary ensemble to 
"create a new Malaysian sound" also recognises and respects the claimed 
indigeneity of the Malays. In short, it is possible to state that Fernando's 
vision of 'Bangsa Malaysia' is moulded on Malay culture, and recognises 
Malaysia is part of the Southeast Asian region with shared histories and 
heritage, while at the same time, she is also proposing a new identity that is 
global. By overlapping the use of the English language and Western 
harmonies over these Malay signifiers, 10-sen is at once situated as belonging 
in the Nusantara, the Southeast Asian region, and also belonging in the 
modern and global community. 
Chapter 6 - Case study 3 
Phoon Yew Tien and Nil Wa: 
Composing Diasporic Chinese 
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For this coming two chapters, we tum our attention to the two case 
studies from Singapore. This present chapter features Phoon Yew Tien and 
his composition for Chinese orchestra, Nii Wa, and his negotiation of his 
identity as a member of the Chinese diaspora. The following chapter will 
feature Philip Tan and his piece for mixed gamelan, trumpet, clarinet, flute 
and percussion, A White Crescent and Five White Stars. I read Tan as 
performatively constructing a new national identity for Singapore, one that 
differs from the state's multiculturalism, and I see Tan's construction as an 
indirect response to Phoon's assertion of his Chineseness. Phoon's Nii Wa 
must be read in the socio-political context of the 1980s, particularly in light 
of the Sinicisation movement. This context has not changed much in its 
form; the Chinese in Singapore are still as prominent as, if not more than in 
the late 1980s. Tan, writing in 2001, addresses this issue by constructing a 
Singaporean identity that is not Chinese-centred but centred on the place 
(the geographical location) of Singapore. 
This piece, Nii Wa, is by far the least reflective of the four case studies; it 
lacks the wit of Rastam' s Lapangan, the subtlety of 10-sen, and colourful 
diversity of Tan's White Crescent. It is rather a straightforward assertion of 
Chineseness as constructed outside of China. Nevertheless, this piece is still 
interesting for what it does. It is interesting in the ways in which Phoon 
brings together Western art music techniques, and Chinese timbre and 
sound qualities in this composition. As this piece is longer than the other 
three works, (a performance time of 20 minutes), the discussion will 
naturally be longer. 
PHOON YEW TIEN 
Phoon Yew Tien is touted as the "veteran composer" in Singapore, having 
begun composing in the early 1980s. He was awarded the Singapore 
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Symphony Orchestra Scholarship to study composition and flute at the 
Queensland Conservatorium of Music from 1980to1983. This was followed 
by another award for composition, the Yoshiro Irina Memorial Prize for 
Composition, by the Asian Composers' League in 1984. He was awarded the 
Singapore Cultural Medallion in 1996, and held the position of composer-in-
resident of the Singapore Symphony Orchestra in 2003. He is Singapore's 
"most promising, imaginative and prolific composer of his generation ... as 
well as most recorded classical music composer" 
(www.inkpot.com/classical/phoonyewtien.htrnl; accessed on 28/4/01). His 
works have been recorded by the Singapore Symphony Orchestra, Russian 
Philharmonic Orchestra, Singapore People's Association Chinese Orchestra, 
Beijing Orchestra, Shanghai Conservatory Symphony Orchestra, Shanghai 
Philharmonic, and the Kao Shiung City Chinese Orchestra. He has also 
received numerous commissions from local orchestras and ensembles as 
well as from instrumentalists, ensembles and orchestras from other parts of 
the world. His more recent large-scale commission was from the National 
Arts Council to write music for a cantata, Confucius - A Secular Cantata, to be 
premiered at the annual Singapore Festival of the Arts 2001, by the 
Singapore Chinese Orchestra, under the baton of Xia Fei Yun. It is an 
extensive piece of work, of 10 movements and written for orchestra, double 
chorus and eight soloists. Apart from composing, which he has been doing 
full-time for the last four years, he held the position of assistant conductor 
with the Singapore People's Association Chinese Orchestra before leaving 
for the position as Head of the Music Department at the Nanyang Academy 
of Fine Arts. 
Phoon taught himself the dizi (Chinese flute) while still in secondary 
school. He was inspired to learn music from listening to Shanghai singer, 
Zhou Xuan. He managed to master the instrument enough to join the then 
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Singapore People's Association Chinese Orchestra, and to coach students 
from Chinese secondary school orchestras. Phoon' s first encounter with 
Western music was in 1970, when as part of the Youth Chinese Orchestra 
contingent to the International Festival of Youth Orchestras in Lucerne, 
Switzerland; he heard a performance by a Western orchestra for the first 
time. He related this experience as: 
We [Singaporean representatives] got a chance to listen to "real" 
orchestra music, our national anthem played properly by a 
symphony orchestra. That really impresses, more than impressed, 
me. A whole new world was opened to me, so I decided to take up 
these instruments when I came back from Switzerland. That's how 
it started. I learnt the piano and the flute (personal communication, 
2001). 
As a result of this experience, Phoon took lessons for the piano, Western 
flute and music theory from a local teacher. Shortly after, he began 
composition lessons with Leong Yoon Pin, another of Singapore's 
established composers. From Leong, Phoon learnt the basics of music theory; 
he also felt he was immensely influenced by Leong in terms of attitude 
towards work and composition generally. This eventually led him to the 
Queensland Conservatorium in 1980. 
Phoon received his earlier education in Chinese-based secondary schools, 
and his interest in Chinese history, culture and mythology still persists. He 
is also more comfortable conversing in Mandarin than in English. He 
referred to himself as an "Asian composer", and by way of an elaboration, 
he said, "I don't see any difference between a Singaporean composer and an 
Asian composer" (ibid.). He continued: 
[w]riting for Chinese orchestra comes to me naturally because I've 
been on the job for 8 years, and I was brought up in the Chinese 
orchestra environment. I got commissioned more often from 
Taiwan and Hong Kong .... or some ethnic instruments. I don't use 
Indian instruments as often. I do have some works based on Indian 
raga, and some using Malay instruments. My purpose for using 
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these instruments is to fulfil a commission, which requires me to 
write a piece for Chinese percussion instruments with Indian and 
Malay instruments (ibid.). 
He said that: 
While I was in Australia, after listening to my music, my colleagues 
commented that it sounds 'Chinese', but I don't agree. I mean for 
those who had not listened to my music before, they won't be able 
to tell if I'm Chinese or not. Only those because they know me 
(ibid.). 
He summarised his compositional style as: 
For me, I'm doing what is similar to the composers in Mainland 
China are doing, sometimes. And I may be doing what some 
Westerners are doing. I think the line is not very clear (ibid.). 
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Elsewhere, his music has been described as "successfully combin[ing] a 
Chinese idiom, with contemporary compositional techniques and styles. It is 
often transparent and spare in texture, making effective and careful use of 
tone colour" (www.inkpot.com/classical/phoonyewtien.html). Matthew Lim 
has further described Phoon' s music as having a "distinct tendency for 
drama and imagery" (Lim, ibid.:9). Lim attributed this to Phoon's 
involvement in theatre and the "programmatic nature of much of Chinese 
music" (ibid.), which Phoon is well recognised for. Kelly Tang had noted in 
his review of Phoon's Singing the Night among Fishing Boats and Ar Xi 
Hopping to the Moon, 
Phoon succeeded in bringing Chinese orchestral music far beyond 
the boundaries of its tried and tested ways, not by destroying its 
traditional spirit but by building upon it; enriching it by seamlessly 
incorporating musical devices borrowed from Europe, America, 
South America, Africa, India and elsewhere (The Arts Magazine, 
March/April, 2000: 65). 
From the above discussion, it is quite obvious that being Chinese is very 
important to Phoon. He identifies himself as Chinese and regards himself 
very closely aligned with Chinese composers from mainland China. He is 
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recognised for his experimentation with Chinese orchestral sound, and is 
instrumental in promoting Chinese music in Singapore. Furthermore, in my 
conversation with him and in his music (with the exception of the few times 
he has commissioned to) there is very little recognition of the multiracialism 
and multiculturalism of Singapore, and the position of the Chinese within 
the Malay archipelago. His focus of his identification and music is Chinese, 
particularly being Chinese in the diaspora, and that relationship with 
mainland China and its culture. 
THE DIASPORIC CHINESE 
Being Chinese in Southeast Asia in general is very different from being 
Chinese in mainland China. The diasporic experience of being Chinese in 
Southeast Asia is wrought with a "double-consciousness" (Gilroy, 1993; 
Dayal, 1996), of simultaneously belonging in two cultures. On one hand, 
there is a "sense of belonging to a great civilization and performing properly 
according to the intellectual elites' norm of conduct" (Wu, 1991:176), but on 
the other hand, there is also the recognition of being displaced and being in 
a new place. As I had just mentioned, Phoon' s music does not reflect any 
attention to his immediate locality. Thus, his sense of belonging is rooted in 
the unity with and continuity of a civilisation that has lasted for several 
thousand years. In current scholarship, 'Chineseness' as a label is less 
defined, encumbered with issues of modernity, nationalism, racism, 
migration and diaspora and so forth. In the Chinese language itself, there are 
several terms to reflect the complexities of this sense of belonging: 
zhongguoren, zhonghua minzu, huaren, huaqiao, tangren, hanren and so on (Wu, 
1991). Zhongguoren is related to the derivation of belonging in connection to 
China the nation. Zhonghua minzu is translated as "the Chinese race" or "the 
Chinese people", and is a remnant of its ancient civilisation whence the 
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Chinese view themselves at the centre. As for the overseas Chinese, or 
huaqiao (which is translated as the "Hua sojourners"), as long as they are able 
to lay claim to ancestry in China in terms of an ancestral homeplace and 
observe some form of cultural practice, they are regarded as natural 
members of the zhonghua minzu, implying a united community of overseas 
Chinese and an unbroken tie with the ancestral homeland. In fact, many 
early settlers in Malaya regarded themselves as sojourners in this new place, 
and await the day when they can return to China with the wealth they had 
accumulated while on their sojourn. Understandably, these sojourners or 
migrants were eager to maintain the cultural practices - "language and 
dialect, customs, festivals, foods and news of China" (Wang, 1993:933)- that 
is, to "master the Chinese language and maintain and even improve the 
quality of their Chineseness" (ibid.). 
As Wang Gungwu pointed out, since China's re-established relationship 
with the international community in 1979, the desire to sustain the features 
of Chinese culture in the diaspora has increased. Since China's 'opening', 
there has been a rise in the awareness of the concept of a Greater China. This 
notion dates back to the 1930s (Harding, 1993), but has since had a revival in 
the mid 1980s. Initially, it was used to describe the expansion of commercial 
relations between Hong Kong, Taiwan and mainland China. In the 1990s, 
however, it has gained popularity and use. It was used as a concept for an 
integrated Chinese marketplace and/or political reunification of these three 
countries. However, the cultural side of Greater China, or otherwise known 
as 'cultural China' is only now gaining popularity. Scholars such as Rey 
Chow (1991; 1993; 2000) and Aihwa Ong (1997; 1998) argue that the concept 
of Greater China or cultural China is an attempt to define an alternative 
modernity to the current Western-centric mode. But the question remains: 
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who are the Chinese and what does being Chinese mean (Wu, 1991; Chun, 
1996; Chow, 1998). 
Being Chinese in this global community is by no means uncontested. The 
"new huaqiao" (Wang, 1993:933), in their response to Greater China, believe 
that "the modern culture in Greater China has been distorted by foreign 
borrowings and those who think that too much of cultural China is still 
clinging on to the past" (ibid.). Wang raised the possibility that different 
groups of Chinese response differently to this concept. We need concern 
ourselves with only one of the groups. He proposed that in new nation-
states where the majority of the population is Chinese, they are: 
the best placed in South-east Asia to respond both to the 
opportunities of Greater China as well as to the new environment 
of multinationals and cross-border economic actors now active in 
the Asia-Pacific region (ibid.:942-943). 
By this, he means nation-states like Singapore, which have invested huge 
sums of money into China since it opened up in the late 1980s. Wang asserts 
that judging from the economic flow back into China, the cultural aspect of 
Chineseness will equally flow in the same direction, that is, the diasporic 
community of Chinese will help centre-China redefine itself. 
While Wang examines the various groupings of Chinese and their 
responses to the concept, other scholars such as Tu Wei-ming are proposing 
that peripheral China (which represents the diasporic Chinese community) 
be an active participant in helping centre China (national China) define 
cultural China (Tu, 1994). Arguing that huaren has taken on a symbolic status 
since mainland China's participation in the cultural China discourse (in the 
1980s), Tu reckons that it is possible for the diasporic community to "help 
the homeland modernize" (1994:26). Although this community may remain 
at the periphery of what it means to be a Chinese, he maintains that they can 
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"assume an effective role in creatively constructing a new vision of 
Chineseness that is more in tune with Chinese history and in sympathetic 
resonance with Chinese culture" (ibid.:34). 
In short, the revival of the concept of Greater China calls for a re-
invention of Chineseness within the diasporic community based on a 
construction of a global community of Chinese and imagined through 
narratives and discourses of networks, shared ethnicity and history. For as 
Ien Ang demonstrates, diasporas, as with nations, "are not natural, always-
already existing entities" (2001:77). She claims they are as imagined a 
community as Anderson's (1983/1991) nations. Situating her argument in the 
case of Singapore, she notes how the State's effort to re-Sinicise the city-state 
has demonstrated its official 
Orchestrated desire to soften, if not counter the effects of 
hybridization as people of Chinese descent mix with others on a 
daily basis in a modern urban environment ... [it is a] constant 
concern, if not obsession, with Chineseness is an enduring part of 
the Singaporean state's cultural mindset (ibid.:90). 
She concludes that Chineseness in Singapore is a "prescription, a project, 
an artificially imposed cultural identity rather than a lived, uncontrived 
one" (ibid.). And because this "transnational nationalism" is 
deterritorialised, it is only bounded together symbolically by the production 
and consumption of art, literature, music, film and various forms of popular 
culture. 
In light of this current debate and contestation, I will now tum to 
discussing Nii Wa, the composition in which sites Phoon's negotiation of his 
Chineseness. 
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Nii WA 
Nil Wa was written in 1988 for the Chinese orchestra, and tells the story of 
the creation of the human race by the goddess Nii Wa in the Chinese idiom 
of the Chinese orchestra and instruments, enunciating in a language (as 
defined by syntagms) of the Western classical music tradition. Nii Wais a 
well-known goddess in Chinese mythology. Among the various prowess 
attributed to Nii Wa is the creation of the human race, as Ying Shao (ca. 
AD140 to ca. 206) writes in the Han era. The process, scholars have noted, is 
rather synonymous to the biblical genesis of humankind. Nil Wa, the music, 
is written to accompany a dance performance, and is based on this particular 
story "The Creation of Man". Phoon wrote for the CD liner notes, "[t]hrough 
the use of various moods, tempo and contrasts in the music, Nu Wa portrays 
the creation of earth in several parts" (liner notes to Chinese Instrumental 
Works by Phoon Yew Tien, 1997). Nil Wa was commissioned for the 
Singapore Festival of Arts 1988 as music for a dance drama choreographed 
by Goh Lay Kuan. It is reputed as "the most substantial lengthy large-scale 
work of music Singapore has ever produced" (ibid.). Its first performance 
was given by the, then-Singapore People's Association Chinese Orchestra. 
This is one of Phoon' s earlier works in this genre, and thus, it may lack 
certain maturity in style. We observe that his technique and style have 
developed over the years; however, this particular piece embodies the 
germination of his more matured style and technique. Hence, it is interesting 
to take a close reading of this piece; further, the 1980s in Singapore history 
was a period of change and flux. I am interested to record how Phoon is 
complicit with these changes. In this piece, he experiments with a technique 
that he later developed into his trademark: the thematic material that 
gradually emerges during the course of the piece, and is finally announced 
in its totality in the latter part. He used this technique, among others, in 
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Variants of an Ancient Theme (2000), Kuan San Yue (1988), and Riddle (1989). As 
it is here in Nii Wa, it is in Kuan San Yue; Lim writes, "[t]he whole melodic 
line is treated as a tone row, and different "cells" are extracted from this row 
to construct each variant" (The Arts Magazine, Mar/ Apr 2000:9). 
Form 
The piece is in five movements, played in attacca: "Barren Ground" (bars 1 -
13) (0.00" - 0.46"), "The Earth Gains Life" (bars 14 - 190) (0.46" - 8.13"), 
"Descending from Heaven" (bars 190 - 231) (8.13" - 10.20"), "The Creation 
of Man" (bars 231 - 376) (10.20" - 15.44") and "Sleeping in Peace" (bars 377 -
416) (16.01" - 19.48"). The programmatic titles are reflective of its nature as 
well as the purpose the piece was written for. The first movement is very 
brief and lasts a total of one minute. It attempts to depict the stark 
barrenness as imagined at the very beginnings of time. A drum and cymbal 
roll, rising in crescendo followed by a fall in decrescendo marks the 
beginning of the piece. The metrical persistence of the plucked string section 
alternating with the clashing cymbals on a triplet rhythm over an ominous 
low bass leads to the second movement, "The Earth Gains Life". This first 
major portion of the movement is marked by successions of rising patterns: 
rising minor triads, rising organic arpeggios, ascending chromatic scales, 
and ascending (and descending) D major scale. This successive ascending 
patterns lead to a climactic and dramatic tutti in bars 136 to 171, led mainly 
by the percussion (timpani and cymbals). Out of this 'din' emerges a peek 
preview of the melodic theme in the vibraphone. The thematic iteration 
elides into an A-flat - E flat alternating figure which is the pivotal figure 
leading into the following movement. 
"Descending from Heaven" is basically segmented into two parts. The 
first of which serves to depict the initial appearance of Nii Wa (the goddess). 
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The melodic theme is stated in full in this section with much more clarity 
and confidence. Subsequently it is fragmented, sequenced and iterated in 
polyphony. The second part depicts Nii Wa by the water. This subtitle is 
confirmed by the gu-zheng working up a series of glissandi serving as a 
metaphor for running water and the plucked strings in pointillistism 
representing the light-footed goddess on water. The above passage ends on 
a high 'A'; it marks the end of "Descending from Heaven" and the 
beginning of "The Creation of Man". This passage (from bars 231 to 250) 
singles out the 'A' pitch and perpetuates it for the next 19 bars (held down 
and/or repeated over and over again). Just as in the very beginning of the 
piece, the 'A' pitch emerges (on the vibraphone) tentatively from a void. The 
layers increase gradually with the addition of the bowed strings, plucked 
strings and eventually the rest of the orchestra. Although this focus on 'A' 
comes across as rather static, it, nonetheless, provides a sense of arrival. This 
iteration gains momentum and volume with the increased frequency of 
repeats by changes to the rhythm, and eventually climaxes at bar 248. This 
tapers off again in the next two bars. 
The second part of this movement is focused mainly on the manipulation 
of the melodic theme introduced in "The Earth Gains Life". The beginning of 
this passage is marked on the score as 'the growth of man'. From bars 251 to 
281, the theme and its retrograde alternate back and forth at a quickening 
pace and in increasing shorter number of bars. This passage is followed by a 
play on the figure A-C-D-B, which is an extract from the melodic theme. It is 
repeated over and over again, intersected by various overlapping voices of 
the orchestra playing the same figure, in polyphonic layers of various 
rhythmic guises (augmentation, diminution and fragmentation). In bar 327, 
the dizi and the suona enter in unison on the figure, A-C-D. This figure is 
subsequently sequenced over and over again in various voices and 
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eventually to culminate at bar 367. The climax is anticipated by a crescendo 
and accompanied by an allargando in the strings section, which leads to a 
dramatic clashing of cymbals and timpani rolls at the climactic moment. This 
moment is prolonged for several bars and eventually tapers off leading to 
the next movement, "Sleeping in Peace". 
In the recording, the performance of this movement is different from the 
score. In the performance it begins with another passage of 'emptiness', 
where the bass holds down a low D as a pivotal point between movements. 
The gu-zheng enters rather cautiously, and builds up tempo on the natural a 
minor scale. The suona starts out by imitating the scale but follows it with a 
return of the A-C-D-B figure affixed to the end of the scale. The A-C-D-B 
figure is in its original rhythm as it was in the melodic theme. This re-
introduction of this figure is followed by more repetitions and 
manipulations and gradually evolves to A-C-D-E (on the same rhythmic 
pattern). This second melodic figure is sequenced in multiple parts of the 
orchestra (always over a glissando on the gu-zheng), eventually leading to a 
subito with only the dizi holding down a high B. This begins the precursor 
to the end of the piece. The common musical stereotypes for 'Chineseness' in 
Western art and film music pervade in this last passage: the glissandi gu-
zheng, rhythmic tapping of the woodblocks (used to accompany chants in 
Buddhist temples), tremolo of the yangqin, and the lyricism of the erhu (on 
the same melodic figure). Upon these multiple layers, the (evolved) melodic 
figure is sequenced in multiple voices of the orchestra, and gradually tapers 
off to the rhythmic tapping of the woodblocks. 
Melodv 
Phoon treats melody and melodic line like a tone row; he extracts fragments 
of the melodic line to form "cells". These "cells" are used as basis for 
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variations. He also employs pointillism for its effect and exploits the entire 
orchestra to produce colour. This is obvious in this piece, and is reflected in 
the way in which the melody emerges and the process it undergoes 
throughout the composition. The melodic theme is treated like a twelve-tone 
row with its pitches displaced in various voices of the orchestra prior to its 
complete statement (as a theme) in bar 173. It is not quite a twelve-tone 
series, having only eleven-tones, and is constructed with very simple 
intervals of seconds, thirds, fourths and fifths. This theme is broken-up into 
fragments; the first five tones of the theme is treated polyphonically, 
entering on the same tone but in various times on various instruments of the 
orchestra (bars 190 to 203). The last portion of the theme (the last four tones) 
is segmented and is sequenced, imitated, and varied (melodically and 
rhythmically) in bars 337 to 367 and in the last movement. Phoon uses the 
avant-garde techniques of the 12-tone series, but this use is incomplete, and 
is juxtaposed with a baroque compositional technique. 
At the very start of "The Creation of Man", the melodic theme re-enters 
in its retrograde in the zhongruan. The next 30 bars oscillates between the 
consecutive statement of the theme and its retrograde. The number of bars in 
which the theme and its retrograde is stated becomes gradually lesser: the 
original theme spans seven bars, the first retrograde statement spans six, the 
last statement is only four bars. On top of this, there is also an increase in 
tempo through the course of these bars. Each set (theme and retrograde) has 
a different rhythmic pattern although the pitches are the same, and this 
pattern seems to be established by the retrograde and not the theme; the first 
statement of the retrograde establishes a rhythmic pattern that is varied from 
the original statement of bars 173 to 179. The original pattern is rather 
straightforward; the statement of the first set of the theme and retrograde 
(bars 251 to 262) is constantly interrupted by rests; the second set (bars 263 to 
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274) is characterised by the metrical displacements through the use of ties 
over barlines, and the last set is truncated and has quicker tempo as a result 
of the use of quavers. (See Example 6.1) Here is a nice dialogue between the 
theme and the retrograde. 
In the same passage, the first statement of the retrograde is played in 
unison by the zhongruan, sanxian, cello and bass, with intermittent 
interjections from zheng playing open fifths. The subsequent thematic 
statement in this first set is then played in unison by the liuqin, pipa and the 
zhongruan, while the sanxian, cello and bass play the same theme but 
rhythmically displaced by two crotchet beats. In the second set, the 
retrograde theme is played in unison by the dizi and suona; it is echoed two 
crotchet beats later by the plucked strings section, and the second echo is 
another two beats after in the sanxian, cello and bass. This pattern is 
repeated in the following set as well in various sections of the orchestra. This 
results in a disruption of the flow in the statement of the theme and its 
retrograde; it is as if the theme is never permitted to complete its statement 
without interruptions. Or if the retrograde theme is supposed to represent 
'man' in this narrative, then 'man's' growth or development is constantly 
interrupted and never allowed to develop without interference. Although it 
is not marked as such in the score, the theme and retrograde is emphasised 
in the Singapore People's Association Orchestra's performance while the 
echo and interjections are kept in the sonic background. 
There is no clear indication of a melody or melodic theme for the first 170 
bars of the piece. Although its constituent pitches were announced from bar 
131 in sporadic moments, the theme does not really emerge as one and in a 
complete statement until bar 173. This commotion persists from bars 151 
right up to 170, in which all the instruments drop out except for yangqin and 
vibraphone. The theme emerges somewhat ambivalently out of the din 
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produced by the clashing cymbals and thundering timpani in bar 173: it is 
played softly, and is fragmented and opaque due to its lack of prominence 
suona 
xiaopa ;. ;;· 
~\-- ~ 'f 
diaupa 
,4, Mi 
zhonghu 
c - b 
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Example 6.1g Bars 265 - 268 (11.30" to 11.39") 
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Example 6.lh Bars 269 - 272 (11.40" to 11.46") 
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Example 6.li Bars 274 - 276 (11.47" to 11.53") 
Case 23! 
Example 6.lj Bars 277 - 280 (11.53" to 12.00") 
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especially in contrast to the arpeggiac pattern on the vibraphone that was 
played at an equal volume. This enunciation and introduction is hence 
shrouded by this other vibraphone. Despite this opacity, it is enough to catch 
the listener's attention. Upon completing the statement the vibraphone 
immediately retreats into the background (as if it has said what it has to 
say), playing the arpeggiac pattern that the mixed percussion was on. 
In the following movement, the theme is fragmented, modified, imitated 
and sequenced. For example, in bar 190, the bass strings (both plucked and 
bowed) play the first five pitches of the theme in unison. They only managed 
to enunciate the five pitches of the theme before they were interrupted by 
another polyphonic entry of the theme; firstly, in the erhu and flute and 
followed by its second entry in the zhonghu and suona. This is followed by 
several under entries; each entry begins the same way and on the same 
pitches, however, none of them are complete. Each voice gets to begin the 
thematic statement but is never permitted to complete it nor to state it 
without the interruption of another entry, except the suona in bar 197. It 
enters in counterpoint to the bass. The bass begins as if it is about to 
continue its statement of the theme which it had left several bars before; 
instead it only begins like so to abort it after the third pitch to play a 
stepwise downward progression towards low 'B'. The suona, on the other 
hand, states the entire theme on a varied rhythmic pattern, which ultimately 
changed its emphasis. Unlike the original statement, this one pauses on the 
B-natural before completing the rest of the theme. Thus the last three pitches 
of the theme sounds like a suffix with an additional of one extra pitch. 
Incidentally, it is this set of four pitches that appears subsequently in bars 
341 to 367 of the fourth movement, "The Creation of Man". 
The last four pitches are sundered from the theme and used as the basic 
core pattern for repetition and phasing. From bars 281 to 296 of the fourth 
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movement, this figure (A-C-D-B) is repeated over and over again without 
breaks in the liuqin, pipa and zhongruan, and later joined by the erhu 1, 
erhu 2 on the same figure. The phasing of this repetitive pattern and its 
multiple layering generate a chaotic mass of sound that is simultaneously 
static yet anticipatory of a climax. As with all uses of phasing, the beginning 
and end of the figure is blurred into each other, making it quite impossible 
to distinguish patterns. This technique is applied to all voices, further 
generating more confusion and an amorphous mass of sound. The only line 
the listener is able to focus on is in the timpani playing the same figure. It is 
distinguishable only because it is aesthetically different from the others and 
is played at a lower range. From that one voice/one pattern, a multivocal 
chaotic mass of sound is created through the multilayering of this pattern in 
different ranges and different rhythms. 
Harmony 
The harmonies Phoon employs in this piece are very simple: triads and 
clusters formed by major/minor seconds and thirds. There are definitely uses 
of tonalities and tonal areas, but these are not essential to the construction of 
the piece. Despite his use of triads and harmonies, tonality and its 
progression is negated here; in fact, this piece borders on harmonic stasis, 
where certain harmonies are introduced and played around with but do not 
necessarily lead to a resolution. In the first movement, there is certainly an 
emphasis on D major from bars 50 to 69, and on C major from bars 72to136. 
In the former instance, two members of the suona family play the scale of D 
major in ascending and descending order, pivoting on F-sharp (third degree 
of the scale) instead of D (tonic). This statement of the scale also ends on F-
sharp rather than on D, and thus, off-centres the tonal focus underming any 
notion of tonality. It is also interesting to note the way in which the scale is 
stated: in the first instance, the non-equal tempered instruments are made to 
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play an equal tempered scale, which in itself produces an odd aesthetic 
quality. This is a musical example of Bakhtin' s "double-voicedness". In this 
case, the speaking voice, the suona, is not an equal-tempered instrument, 
and has a distinct timbre quality. This instrument is made to enunciate a 
distinctly Western/equal-tempered scale. In this utterance, an ambiguity is 
produced, perhaps even a parody: the suona imitating a clarinet, and not 
quite making it, and thereby producing an incongruity, a double-voice. In 
the second instance, the way in which the scale is being intoned by the two 
instruments produces a constant clash and dissonance. The first suona will 
play D and hold that tone, while the second suona plays the same tone and 
holds that as the first suona proceeds to play E the second degree of the 
scale. This produces the clash of dissonances (at least to the Western-trained 
ear) which persists through to the end of the scale. This again serves to off-
centre the tonal focus. Again, two voices are allowed to collide, interrupt 
and provoke each other, creating tension and agitation. 
In bars 69 to 136, C major may be a likely emphasis. The basic foundation 
of tonality - the dominant and tonic of the scale - is emphasised by the 
incessant insistence on the tone C and G in these bars. The oscillating figure 
persists from bars 69 to 116 (of C and G) in various parts of the orchestra. 
However, this tonal focus is undermined on two occasions. In the first 
instance, the F-sharp, remnant of the previous tonal focus (D major), remains 
consistently in the higher ranges of the flute and in the middle range of the 
bowed strings. It is also a component of the tone cluster played by the sheng. 
This endures from ba,rs 69 to 88. In the second instance, C major tonal focus 
is undermined by an ascending chromatic scale beginning on G in the bass, 
from bars 102 to 112. However, this scale ends on an open interval of C and 
G. It is plausible that C major is a focus (especially with the prominence of C 
and G, and use of E, the third degree of the scale, in clusters) but its 
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autonomy is constantly overturned and undermined, leaving an 
ambivalence concerning its dominance. The constant undermining and 
friction between these pitches and the tonal areas evoke some level of 
ambiguity. 
Rhvthm 
The way in which certain rhythmic patterns are repeated seem to imply 
phase patterns. For example, from bars 14 to 28 in the plucked strings 
section, a simple rhythmic pattern is repeated, but this repeat varies over 
time: r J J J I r J J J I r J J r I J J r J I J r J J I r J J I r J J r I J J J r I J J r J I J r J J I r r r r I . n 
produces varied emphasis of the first-beat, and negates the barlines to 
produce a shifting metre of four beats to three and back to four. This shift is 
further accentuated by the bass playing on each of the r· Another example of 
this shifting metre is in the woodwind division, from bars 34 to 43. The first 
and second flute ( dizi) repeats another simple rhythmic pattern: I ) ) ) ) -
I ) ) ) ) - I. This pattern again shifts rhythmically to displace the metrical 
regularity of the quadruple beat: (in bars 36 to 42) I - s )) I ) ) s - I s ) ) ) 
Phoon uses densification of rhythmic patterns to incite anticipation and 
create tension. These simple rhythms (as in the above) increase their 
frequency over a period of time: from)) to))) (triplets) top pp p pp pp in 
a bar. This happens in bars 66 to 69, 80 and 386 to 387. This is a technique 
used in Cantonese opera in accompaniment to a fight scene (Yung, 1989). 
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This juxtaposition of two very different rhythms is another condition of the 
genre, intercultural music. 
Recapitulation 
It may be worthwhile to recapitulate Phoon' s process of hybridisation here. 
These non-Western instruments are here made to play like Western 
orchestral instruments; non-equal tempered instruments such as the sheng, 
suona and erhu are made to intone pitches that were meant for instruments 
tuned to the equal temperament. Thus, the sounds produced are already 
flawed and disfigured, already 'coloured' by the timbre of these 
instruments. They are never perfect sounds, and therefore producing an 
aesthetic that is rather ambiguous, if not odd. These pitches are always 
inflected differently by the difference in timbre and tuning. Further, with 
some translation, it is entirely plausible to perform this piece on a Western 
orchestra. Apart from the similarities in structural formations, the materials 
and techniques discussed above are basically of Western musical tradition 
(which is not surprising as he was trained in Brisbane, Australia). One could 
easily mistake this piece to have been scored originally for the Western 
orchestra. The materials used in the construction of the piece are so familiar 
to one trained in the Western tradition, that it comes across as surprising 
when the aesthetic and sound produced is so distinguishably different and 
odd when played. The piece develops by overlapping layers, effective 
orchestration and fragmentation of thematic materials. The intricate and 
complex layers, using various means of textural means (homophony, 
polyphony and heterophony), interact with each other by way of 
interjections, juxtapositions, sequences, echo and repeats. Phoon is also quite 
effective in his use of the colours of the orchestra. He plays with the 
awkwardness and oddity of mis-intonations to produce interesting colour. 
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It is interesting to note how Phoon represents Nii Wa, the goddess, 
musically. The third movement, "Descending from Heaven", sounds like a 
quotation; in his attempt to represent the goddess, Phoon has experimented 
with pentatonicism. Upon close examination, this entire passage (bars 205 to 
2081) is built on a pentatonic scale, and this is further highlighted in the 
successive imitations of a pattern built on this scale in the liuqin, pipa and 
zhongruan. Further, this representation is also explicit in the furious 
glissandi in the zheng. It is interesting to note that this movement which 
narrates the entrance of the goddess and her activity is replete with musical 
stereotypes of Chinese music: flurries of glissandi on the zheng, 
idiosyncratic plucking of the instrument and the use of the pentatonic scale. 
Phoon' s method of drawing together Western compositional techniques 
and Chinese idioms, his treatment of the thematic material and effective use 
of the instruments in the orchestra have allowed me to read his negotiation 
of his position as diasporic Chinese and especially in relation to China, a 
homeland he claims (musically, at least) as his right to belong to. I need to 
clarify that it is not the geo-political space of China that is referred to as 
homeland, but the cultural space of China. I read Phoon as composing his 
belonging in cultural China. Even though Phoon was born in Singapore, and 
has lived all his life there (except for the intervening years in Brisbane, 
Australia), the focus of his identity and identity construction is China. As a 
member of the diaspora, Phoon might be constructing a bond with cultural 
China from the periphery through historical and traditional connections. 
1 The number of bars is not representative of the length of the passage in its performance. 
Repeated bars are not included in the numbering of bars. 
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Composing diasporic Chinese 
The global community of Chinese diaspora as demonstrated in Nii Wa, is 
characterised by, firstly, a longing for the homeland; secondly, in an attempt 
to "help the homeland modernize" (Tu, 1994:26); thirdly, a sense of 
discontentment; and finally, the diasporic Chinese's tenuous relationship 
with the homeland. These four characteristics arise in Nii Wa in various 
forms. The use of the mythology as the theme and the sporadic allusions to 
Chinese folk melodies hint at a desire to re-capture a sense of tradition and 
belonging; at the same time, this Chineseness is always accented by a 
modernised/Westernised musical language, and as illustrated with the many 
accounts of incomplete statements and interruptions to these musical 
statements, being Chinese is always never quite wholly possible; lastly, the 
diasporic Chinese relationship with the homeland, apart from all the above, 
is also fraught with a level of competition, to be more modem, and therefore, 
'better', than the Chinese in the homeland. The notion of the 'Chinese 
homeland' used here is an imagined homeland. Phoon may be able to claim 
Chinese ancestry, and cultural commonality with modem nation of China. 
However, Phoon remains an outsider within that geopolitical boundary. 
Hence, his attempt to re-connect to the homeland is always fraught and 
ambiguous. 
Nostalgia for the homeland 
Nii Wa demonstrates Phoon's nostalgia for the 'homeland' in two ways: the 
use of the mythology of the goddess, Nii Wa, and the Chinese orchestra. Its 
narrative is on the mythological creation of man/woman by the goddess. 
Ancient accounts (Xu Shen's account (c. 58-147), Li Rong in Du Yi Zhi in the 
Tang Dynasty (618 - 907), and murals from the Eastern Han Dynasty (25 -
220) in Wulian Temple) tell of Nii Waas being one of the first gods to appear 
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after Pan Gu' s creation of the earth. Her sojourn on earth was marked by 
stillness, silence and loneliness, which led her to make human creatures to 
keep her company. The legend recounts that she made humans out of 
"yellow soil" (Yuan, 1991:4; Birrell, 1993; Christie, 1968). She was happy 
with her handiwork and decided to make more. To ensure the perpetuity of 
her happiness and their continuity, she taught them lovemaking, marriage 
and the family. There were further accounts of Nii Wa's other feats, that of 
her mending the sky. According to historical/mythological accounts, Nii Wa 
was so pleased with her work that she gave the people two musical 
instruments, sheng (a flute made of a half-gourd) and huang (pipe made of 
thirteen bamboo pipes strung together). 
In Nii Wa, this mythology is expressed through the medium of the 
Chinese orchestra. The latter is the aesthetic product of the New Culture 
Movement, or otherwise known as the May Fourth Movement of 1919. It 
was a movement led by Chinese intelligentsia who called for a break with 
the past and with Chinese tradition and the import of Western culture and 
institutions to bolster China's advance towards modernisation. This "new 
civilisation" (Dolezelova-Velingerova and Kral, 2001:2), performatively 
declared (Lee, 2001:31), is constituted on ""the notion of newness [as] 
defined in a context of unilinear time and a unilinear sense of history" that 
was itself derived from the Chinese reception of a Western Darwinian 
concept of evolution" (ibid.:32). The ideology of the Movement impacted on 
music in the 1920s and 1930s. There were two diverging viewpoints as to 
how to modernise Chinese music. One of which supported the Western art 
music tradition, and argued that: 
China will be modem when it fully takes part in international 
musical culture, when its pianists are recognized around the world 
for playing Liszt and Beethoven, and when Chinese composers 
have themselves written great orchestral works. From this 
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perspective, Europe's musical art must be emulated because it is 
scientific (Kraus, 1989:101) 
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The other viewpoint argues that "music is modem when it is 
revolutionary" (ibid.) which, shunning the Western tradition, opted to 
"[update] China's own instruments and singing style, and adding harmony 
as they use music to mobilize (and modernize) the workers and peasants of 
the People's Republic" (ibid.). This dialectic eventually culminated in the 
formation of the modem Chinese orchestra we have today. 
The construction of the orchestra began with the urge to improve, or 
modernise, traditional musical instruments. (Han, 1979; Thrasher, 1981; 
Kraus, 1989; Tsui, 2002) Liu Tianhua (1895 - 1932) was a key figure in its 
construction. He was a well-renown erhu and pipa player who had also 
studied Western music theory and violin. He joined the Peking University 
Music Society as an instrumental instructor, and made many changes 
('improvements') to the bowed and plucked strings. He formed the Society 
for Improving National Music at the Peking University, and hosted the first 
performance of an ensemble comprised of these new and improved 
instruments. The ensemble itself is an outgrowth of the sizhu ensemble from 
the Jiangnan area. This new ensemble had 50 performers, seated in a fan-like 
arrangement facing the audience, and directed by an individual standing in 
front of this ensemble. Adaptations, appropriations and modifications to 
traditional instruments continued throughout the 20th century. These 
instruments went through considerable changes: the extension of playing 
ranges, re-scaling to equal temperament and substitution of parts to increase 
the capability for more volume and better blending of sound quality. These 
'improvements' were carried out in the name of modernisation with science 
and technology as the methodology. The supposedly 'unscientific' attributes 
of traditional and folk instruments were substituted with technologically 
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enhanced materials. Thus, instruments such as the pipa had more frets 
added to its neck, and its resonating chambers enlarged to produce more 
volume. The other striking change is the invention of families of 
instruments: the soprano, alto, tenor, and bass instruments, developed on 
the Western model. 
Phoon has chosen to enunciate the ancient mythology of Nii Wa with the 
hybrid Chinese orchestra. This ensemble, the product of the creation of 
China and its desire to be like the West, embodies the ambiguity of Chinese 
modernity. It bears on its ontology an 'incomplete-ness' and certain lack in 
perfecting its duplication of the Western model, for it will never be able to 
produce the same acoustics nor aesthetics of the Western orchestra. Its 
timbre is just not the same, and every attempt to sound like its predecessor is 
fraught with a difference and a lack. It remains a mimicry that is ambiguous 
and incomplete. It may have the appearance of modernity (in the ways the 
Chinese orchestral instruments are arranged on stage and the leadership of 
the conductor, and so on), but its sound production will always be accented. 
Despite the numerous efforts to 'improve' it, the Chinese orchestra is located 
in the ambiguous space in-between a traditional and a Western/modem 
aesthetic, and not quite meeting both poles. Thus, Nii Wa, Phoon's 
composition, is both ambiguous (the hybridity of the Chinese orchestra) and 
unambiguous (the certainty of mythology). While Phoon claims a belonging 
to a Chinese tradition and heritage, he is denied it at the same time. His act 
of reaching out to a Chinese-centre of belonging is always curtailed by the 
hybridity of his location, as a member of the diaspora cornrnunity.2 
2For more on the negotiation/construction of diasporic identity through performance, see 
Wong, Deborah 2000. 
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"Helping the homeland modernize" 
By writing for and expanding on the aesthetic invention of modern China, 
Phoon demonstrates his desire to participate in the global effort to 
modernise China. His experimentation with Chinese music and sound puts 
him, as with Rastam, within the genealogy of the cosmopolitan avant-
gardist. His use of Western (19th and 2Qth century) compositional techniques 
- emphatic moments of 51h relationships (dominant-tonic tonal relationship), 
the iteration and reiteration of the chromatic scale, the vertical organisations 
of pitches into harmonies, the use of these harmonies (triads and tone 
clusters, and their progressions) to engender tension and resolution, intricate 
orchestration and distribution of parts through the technique of pointillism, 
contrapuntal treatment of the layers of sound and the application of the tone 
row in the melody- as the basis for enunciating idioms common in Chinese 
folk and traditional music and performance: Cantonese operatic musical 
gestures (especially in the rhythmic acceleration of the dramatic anticipation 
in a fight scene), the lion dance (as represented in the accompanying drums 
and cymbals at the entrance of the "lion" on to the scene), pseudo-Chinese 
folktunes (or rather the extraction and stylization of the idiomatic lyricism of 
the folktunes), the rhythmic tapping of the muyu (a fishhead-shaped 
wooden slit drum from the Buddhist monastic rituals), with gentle tap on 
the yunluo (a set of nine, or more different sized gongs, each having a fixed 
pitch) layered above the sonorous arpeggiated tone clusters on the zheng. 
However, this experimentation and attempt to synthesise Chinese idioms 
with Western compositional techniques only serve to produce an aesthetic 
that is double-accented. It is at once 'Chinese' in quality and yet is inflected 
differently. The sound produced is always odd, if not bizarre, and situated 
between 'Chinese' and 'Western', and again not quite accomplishing either 
end. This doubleness is further accentuated in parts of the piece. The D 
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major scale employed in bars 50 to 69 is another example of double-ness. The 
D major belongs in the Western aesthetic world and is alien to aesthetic 
world of Chinese traditional/folk music. However, in Nii Wa, this alien scale, 
· in ascending and descending, is appropriated for the representation of birth 
and life. However, in its utterance, the just-tempered suona and sheng are 
made to perform, to utter the equal tempered D major scale. This utterance 
itself is rendered odd, awkward and perhaps, even bizarre to the Western-
trained ear; the distortion of each tone of the major scale marks the 
incongruity of the instruments and the scale they are made to play. This 
schism is further accentuated in the dual-play of the paired suona and 
sheng. In another example, the bowed strings, comprised of the gaohu, 
banhu, erhu, zhonghu, and double bass, are required to perform out of 
character. The rhythmic emphasis this section is required to play (bars 44 -
52, 73- 88, 116 -123, 136 -170, 368 - 380 and so forth) resembles the strings 
section of Western orchestra than the usual lyricism performed on these 
bowed strings. Its capacity for lyricism is denounced in exchange for 
rhythmic assertions. Here too the awkwardness of the clash between the 
timbre of the instruments and this rhythmic pulse is obvious. 
Another example of this disjuncture is in the way in which the sheng is 
required to sound. Traditionally, the sheng plays harmonising pitch clusters 
comprising the 'root tone' of the melody and an accompanying tone, which 
is usually a perfect S1h above (Thrasher, 1995). In traditional ensembles, the 
sheng has served as an accompaniment to other instruments. This role has 
changed since the inception of the modem Chinese orchestra and the 
successive modifications of this instrument. In Nii Wa, Phoon has 
orchestrated a substantial part for the sheng, both harmonically and 
rhythmically. The rising triads in bars 14 to 28 and the rhythmic pulsation in 
bars 69 to 88 demonstrate the out-of-character performance of the sheng. 
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Despite the sophisticated modifications on the traditional sheng, it still 
produces a certain eerie awkwardness in its production of the rising triads. 
The clash of the timbre of the instrument and the triads are obvious and 
cannot be camouflaged. Or was this the intention of the composer? 
Furthermore, this double-accentedness is underpinned by a positivism. 
The underlying unitary core used to establish cohesion is the Romantic 
notion of "Becoming" and "gradual transformation" (Meyer, 1989:180) to 
represent Nii Wa' s descent to earth and her creation of humankind. This 
may have been deemed necessary in its narration and essential to its role as 
accompaniment to the dance performance. Nii Wa anticipates a resolution at 
the end but never quite provides it. The dynamicism in bars 231 to 247 
eventually culminates in bar 248. The following bars seem to provide a 
wrap-up of the preceding musical events: requoting the melodic theme and 
fragment, and so on. However, right after this brief recapitulation, new 
material is introduced in the form of the rhythmic tapping on the muyu and 
the business of the cymbals. Further, the play on the A-C-D-B figure 
continues on through sequences and repetitions, giving an impression that 
this may go forever. In short, there is a sense of the piece drawing to a close 
but at the same time, there is a sense that it may easily perpetuate on. Again, 
ambiguity raises its head here. 
Unfulfil/ment and frustration 
As I have established earlier, this desire to 'write' his belonging is marked 
with incompleteness, ambiguity and doubleness. This incompleteness is 
manifested in the many incomplete and interrupted statements of the theme. 
Nii Wais interweaved with various "lack". The melodic theme is based on 
the idea of a tone row, which as I have pointed out earlier is a technique 
Phoon uses in his compositions, and is also reflected in the ways in which he 
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manipulates the theme in this piece (retrograde, truncation). However, the 
row itself is not quite twelve tones; in fact, it is only eleven tones. It is almost 
a twelve-tone row, but not quite. Further, after its initial entry on the 
vibraphone towards the end of the second movement, its restatement is 
always interrupted and never allowed to complete its subsequent statements 
without interruptions. Each of the following instruments, cello (bar 190), 
erhu (bar 195), and vibraphone (bar 197) begins the thematic statement but 
are never permitted to complete it. Each statement is interrupted by the next 
entry in a different voice of the orchestra. Only in the last entry, that of the 
sheng (bar 197, on the second beat), is the statement allowed to complete, 
and even then with some hesitation. The last four pitches of the theme 
sounds like an afterthought, added only after a bar of holding down the 
previous note. 
In bars 250 to 280, again the statement of the retrograde and theme are 
both constantly interrupted. The flow of the first statement of the retrograde 
is disrupted by interjections in the sheng playing ascending open triads. The 
statement of the theme in bars 257 to 262 is likewise interrupted by the 
sheng, and its echo in the cello and bass.3 These interruptions (either by its 
own echo or by other voices in the orchestra) become a feature of this section 
and do not cease until the beginning of the minimalist section in bar 282. The 
constant interruptions and interjections in the music is rather frustrating to 
listen to, which may in itself be demonstrative of the impossibility of 
constructing belonging in centre-China from the periphery. 
3 In the CD recording of Nii Wa, the theme is highlighted by quietening down the 
'interjections' and therefore, placing them in the background. This is, however, not 
indicated on the score. 
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Diasporic relationship with the homeland 
This relationship between the diaspora and centre-China is not 
unproblematic. SCO's grand performance in 2000, "on the first day of the 
millennium" (Singapore Chinese Orchestra Twin Celebration Gala Concert 
Programme, 2001), and its claim as being the "largest Chinese music concert 
ever staged in the world", exudes some level of competition with centre-
China, culturally. This tenuous relationship between the centre and 
periphery is also obvious in Nil Wa and, in fact, I suggest that this dialogic 
relationship is played out in the music. It is exemplified in between the 
theme and its retrograde in Movement IV bars 250 to 376, and the constant 
to-ing and fro-ing between two groups of sheng in stating the D major scale 
in Movement II bars 50 to 69. This dialectic exercise does not resolve into a 
satisfactory end. Instead, the logic of the exercise seems to merely lie in that, 
the contrasting play between two items/groups. This is particularly telling in 
the duality between the theme and its retrograde; the duality leads into a 
minimalist section starting in bar 377 on the melodic figure A-C-D-B, which 
eventually fizzles away in preparation for the Coda. There is no resolution to 
the previous part. Furthermore, close-reading of this dialogic play reveals 
that changes in tempo and rhythm are always led by the retrograde. The 
theme incorporates these changes in its next entrance. Thus, it is possible to 
conclude that what comes after (the retrograde) is capable of leading what 
had come before (the theme), despite the latter being the basis of the former. 
Did Phoon mean to communicate that particularly? 
As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, Phoon's Nil Wa ignores 
the multiculturalism and hybridity of Singapore and its geographical 
location in Southeast Asia. The focus of this piece seems to be Chinese and 
Chineseness, and the use of Western techniques to bolster Chinese music, 
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with a certain disregard to the place of Singapore. There is no hint in the 
music or program notes of the hybridity of Singapore. Why is this the case? 
Arguably, it is not unusual for the majority to be silent on or even ignorant 
of the issues of minorities living within the same boundaries. We recall that 
Nii Wa was written when the Singapore State was calling for cultural ballast, 
and the hegemonic over-emphasis on things Chinese (for example, the 
promotion of Confucianism and Mandarin in schools and so on). 
Recontextualising Nii Wa in this scenario, it is possible to conceive the 
composition as Phoon' s reaction against the previous drive for 
modernisation at the expense of traditions and the traditional, and his 
embrace of the Sink-oriented change in direction. Hence, it is reasonable to 
see why Nii Wa does not reflect a sense of a Singaporean national identity 
that embraces diversity, but rather a Chinese identity, albeit by a 
Singaporean. The 1980s Sink-movement resulted in the hegemonic 
dominance of Chinese culture, in terms of language, education, traditional 
organisations and their activities, in the Singapore landscape, to the 
detriment of the other ethnic groups. It is against this that I believe Tan's A 
White Crescent Moon and Five White Stars is aimed. I shall discuss this at 
length in the following chapter. 
Chapter 7 - Case study 4 
Philip Tan andA White Crescent & Five 
White Stars: 
Composing 'Nusantara Singapura' 
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PHILIP TAN 
Of the four composers, Tan is the least well known, the youngest, and the 
least experienced. He remains at the periphery of the music composition 
scene in Singapore, probably due to his unconventional approach to music 
and music composition, and his penchant for rhythm and percussion, which 
has led him to study and write for the Javanese gamelan, particularly during 
his tenure at LaSalle College of the Arts. He is known as one of Singapore's 
"homegrown composer" (ST, 14/3/05), despite his sojourn at Kingston 
University, London. Unlike other local composers such as Kelly Tang, Ho 
Chee Kong and Joyce Koh, Tan does not have a doctoral degree in music 
and/or music composition. In addition, he is also younger than these 
composers, and unlike Phoon, he has not had the chance to establish his 
career yet. 
Tan began piano lessons at the age of nine, and discovered his 
inclination for improvisation and composition through these lessons and 
individual practice. He said in my interview with him in 2002: 
I used to improvise on classical music then. And I never knew that 
this was part of a course that is actually recognised ... popular 
music, etc ... I take a series of chords and play along with that, or 
any motive and do the same thing. It may not be necessarily just on 
the piano. I used the voice as well - the only other instrument I had 
at home then. So, instead of practicing and playing classical music, 
I was doing a lot of my own stuff. This is how I came to thinking 
about investing in writing music (personal communication, 2002). 
As a result, he was sure of his career choice in his teenage years: 
I wanted to become a composer. Since I'm not very good in 
speaking but I can communicate quite well in writing music. This is 
where I write music everyday like others would write a diary; 
reflecting on how I feel about today, and what happened during 
the day (ibid.). 
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During his military service, Tan joined the military band and took up 
drumming, after which he was awarded a scholarship to study music at the 
LaSalle-SIA College of Arts in Singapore in 1997. He studied composition 
under Eric Watson and Adam Collis. He was awarded the SIA Award of 
Excellence in the Arts. In 1999, he was awarded a grant from the National 
Arts Council to pursue a Master in Music at Kingston University in the 
United Kingdom, where he studied under Tim Ewers, Mike Searby, Ludger 
Brummer and Dan Herbert. 
Since his return to Singapore recently, he has been involved in numerous 
projects. While holding down a full-time job as the head of the visual and 
performing arts department at the St. Francis Methodist School, he also free-
lances as a composer, performer (pianist and percussionist) and music 
director, in various genres: television, multimedia, film, drama and theatre; 
and in ensembles of various sizes. He has written music for dance, drama, 
films, musicals, multimedia and art installations, percussion ensembles, 
gamelan orchestras, electro-acoustic bands, choruses, and wind symphonic 
bands. Some of them were performed around the world: Berlin, Hanover, 
Brussels, United Kingdom, New York, Chicago, Japan, Australia, Indonesia, 
China and so on. He had also written for the LaSalle Gamelan Ensemble and 
performed in the International Gamelan Festival in New Zealand. 
His compositions and performances have always been marked by a 
percussive and energetic style, as exemplified in one of his most recent (and 
perhaps, most memorable) projects, a performance at the 2003 National Day 
Parade. His exuberance was described in The Straits Times as thus: "Legs 
flailing, percussionist Philip Tan leapt joyfully into the air between beating 
out bursts of rhythm on drums and bicycles", leading a "55,000-strong 
crowd in chanting 'One People, One Nation, One Singapore'" (10/08/03). At 
another performance that I personally attended, his music was described in 
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a review as "raw and emotive" (BT, 11/6/02). Tan was the music director and 
performer for EcNad Project's Missing in Tall Pillars, a dance production 
commissioned by the Arts Festival in 2002. A reviewer for the Flying Inkpot, a 
web-based arts magazine in Singapore, acclaimed Tan's music in the 
production as "atmospheric [and a] wonderfully textured score" 
(www.inkpot.com/theatre/02/reviews/02revmisstallpill.html; accessed on 
26/8/05). At times, his participation in the theatre and dance productions is 
not limited to the performance of the music alone. In Missing in Tall Pillars, 
he was part of the performing cast itself, as Malcolm Tay wrote: 
Not only does he administer the passages of live music with his 
usual gusto - using drums, metal pipes, empty plastic containers, 
or whatever works - he is also incorporated into the choreography, 
and the video projections on the walls. In fact, he is first seen on 
video in the opening 'Entering' section, flustered and frantic, 
meandering his way into the entrance before he appears in person. 
Rhythmically pummelling a wall and the floor, Tan transmits this 
burst of energy to six dancers, standing still in their street clothes. 
(Ibid.) 
Tan was figured equally prominently in Wild Rice's production of George 
Orwell's Animal Farm in 2003, where he was as much part of the whole 
production, although music has never been used in this theatre piece before. 
Tan is also the founder of Philbeat Studio which is the business arm of his 
music enterprise that deals with commercial and government projects. He 
also founded Modern Quartet, which has a repertoire that aims to combine 
"east and west elements which include Javanese gamelan, percussion, 
electro-acoustic, creative vocal, classical, contemporary and world music" 
(as quoted from his biodata he gave me at our meeting in 2002). It also states 
that "the group seeks to enrich inter-cultural awareness and to cross the 
boundaries of music-making especially for people with disability" (ibid.). 
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To return to the question why I chose to study Tan's White Crescent: I 
found his music unusual and extremely complex and interesting. White 
Crescent is quite a polemical piece; one either likes it or not. The listener is 
confronted at its very beginning with the jarring and unresolved 
dissonances brought on by the mismatch of the tuning systems between the 
western instruments and the gamelan. This might turn some listeners off. To 
me, this piece is fresh and has something to say. Although other 
Singaporean composers do at some level experiment with interculturalism, 
Tan's White Crescent (albeit less polished) has a message he intends to 
transmit through this experiment. It was quite amazing to hear how this 
composition narrates the a legend of the founding of Singapore, which I am 
familiar with as it is also told as the founding story of the Malaccan empire 
in the 15th century. I was also surprised by the use of Malay and the garnelan 
for, apart from Robert Casteels and John Sharpley, no other Singaporean has 
attempted to use this instrument. What was his purpose of using this 
instrument in his composition of Singapore's national identity? I suggest that 
Tan is composing an alternative national identity. He writes of a Malay 
Singapore (as opposed to a Chinese Singapore, or a multicultural Singapore) 
that is located in the Southeast Asian region (as opposed to East Asia or with 
a global identity). Before I proceed to the discussion of White Crescent, allow 
me to briefly discuss the context and contestation of the notion of a 
Singaporean identity. 
SINGAPORE IDENTITY: WHAT IS IT? 
The topic of 'who we are' as Singaporeans is still hotly and widely 
debated to this present day, 40 years after Independence. It is a topic of 
much discussion at all levels of Singaporean society: at the State level down 
to the individual on the street. These discussions range from government 
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rhetoric, to academic explications, to letter-to-the-editor in the Straits Times 
and Business Times. So, what is the Singapore identity? Is it the 
multiracialism of CMIO? Is unity-in-diversity really conceivable and 
realistic? As I had discussed in Chapter 2, the CMIO paradigm of 
Singapore's national identity is problematic, as it ghettoises society and 
treats them as isolated and then served up as tourist attractions. Due to their 
overwhelming majority and political strength, it is not surprising that this 
paradigm favours Chinese. For example, the Malays and Indians feel the 
obligation to participate in the competitive nature of the mainstream society, 
and to learn to speak Mandarin so as to ease their entry into the upper 
echelons of businesses. 
Is unity-in-diversity possible? Ku's letter to the Straits Times forum stated: 
"We can be very Singaporean, but also very Chinese, Malay, Indian, 
Eurasian or Caucasian" (6/10/92). Some argue that it is possible to maintain 
unity in diversity as long as the government policies ensures bilingualism in 
education (ibid.) and the preservation of ethnic heritage (ST, 26/11/04). 
Speaking from the perspective of the majority Chinese, perhaps it is 
possible, but if one is a member of the minority and at the periphery it will 
be difficulty to determine if that is still possible. As we have previously 
discussed in Chapter 2, it is possible for the State to manipulate policies 
along ideology to favour a particular group, as in the case of the White Paper 
on Shared Values of 1991 to favour Confucianism despite its claimed 
universal application. In fact, Lee Kuan Yew himself has said that: 
Forging a Singaporean identity that is free and unburdened by the 
distinct racial, language, religious and cultural identities of its 
people, is idealistic [and] not realistic (as quoted in ST, 26/11/04). 
In other words, the Singapore identity of multiracialism/multiculturalism 
will always be wrought by tension and difference. 
Chapter 7: Case siudy 4 Philip Tan rmrl White Crescent 254 
Some assert that the shared experiences of all Singaporeans (of school 
and national service) is enough basis to establish a collective sense of 
Singaporean-ness. (ST, 13/3/99) Asad Latif wrote that Singapore identity 
should be defined beyond the confines of racial identities, and be more 
expressive of the everyday culture (ST, 18/2/02). Monica Gwee wrote in to 
the Straits Times, claiming "I am more laksa1 than pasta, and when I attend a 
buffet, I wallop all the goodies like a true kiasu2" (28/5/99). In other words, 
Singaporean identity should be reflective of the Singaporean way of life. 
And this way of life is inherently hybrid, being a blend of various cultures 
and traditions, and polyglossic. In this sense, some argue that Singlish 
( creolised English) should be distinguished as one of the markers of 
Singaporean-ness, and that it should be retained as such (ST, 30/10/99; Today, 
27/5/05). For as Chua (1996) asserts, the ethnically pure is imagined; 
hybridity, on the other hand, is inherent in, and pervades, the everyday of 
Singapore. However, there are still those who would argue that good 
English needs to be learnt and spoken first before Singlish (Today, 27 /5/05). It 
has also been pointed out that despite the diversity of languages spoken in 
Singapore and the more common use of the vernacular Singlish, Singapore 
national literature is still written in English, the colonialist's language (NST, 
9/6/99). Perhaps this is not all bad, seeing that English is the nation's first 
language, and is not associated to any particular race in the CMIO 
paradigm. So the debate continues: can Singapore identity be a hybrid or 
does it have to maintain the purity of tradition? 
There is also the recognition of the intrusion of globalisation on 
Singapore identity. Latif wrote again, agreeing that "globalisation has 
1 A local noodle dish, originally a Peranakan dish. 
2 A Hokkien word used widely in Singapore, translated as "being afraid to lose", it is 
deemed a Singaporean characteristic of not wanting to lose out. 
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eroded a certain part of the Singapore identity" (ST, 17/12/01), in terms of 
the day-to-day culture, such as the toys which children would play. Here, 
identity is tied to the traditions of a past and nostalgically recalled. The 
games children play in the present day are different from games children 
played just a few decades ago. He advocates that Singaporeans not forget 
their past, tradition and heritage. Latif' s writing here clearly reflects a sense 
of nostalgia for a tradition/heritage. While the State discourse maintains the 
"East-meets-West" as its arts and tourism slogan, negotiating between the 
'East' and 'West' in the everyday may not be so easy. 
All of these propositions are not unproblematic, but they do demonstrate 
the contestedness of the Singaporean identity, just as 'Bangsa Malaysia' is. 
Culturally, Singapore is a paradox of East and West. Firstly, Singapore-the-
place is situated in the centre of the Malay archipelago, and shares history, 
traditional culture and heritage with its neighbours, which should locate it 
in the centre of cultural Southeast Asia. However, as Ang and Stratton have 
argued, Singapore is a Western construct, being "a modern administrative 
unit [that] is a thoroughly Western occasion, originating in British 
colonialism" (1995:181). Secondly, and more recent in history, national 
Singapore has adopted English as its first language resulting in the 
subsequent adoption· of its culture and ways of thinking. As a response to 
the process of Westernisation of local cultures, recent State policies have 
advocated a traditionalised Asian representation of the nation. What these 
events have inadvertently brought about is a palimpsest of cultures beneath 
the Singapore fa<;ade, producing fissures and disjunctures in its national 
identity. Are we East or West? Are we multicultural or Chinese-
multicultural? Are Singaporeans first, and then Chinese/Malay/Indian, or 
are we just Singaporeans? Are we global or regional? Where do we belong? 
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'Who we are' as Singaporeans is still under debate, and there is no 
resolution in sight. As Ang and Stratton (1995) and many other scholars 
have written, the national identity of Singapore will always be performative; 
its realisation of a nation united and harmonious, simultaneously grounded 
in tradition and heritage, is always projected into the future. While the 
tradition and heritage of each race is located in a past, the united 
Singaporean identity is located in the future (ibid.) For " the project of 
generating a unified Singaporean identity must always be seen as something 
in process" (ibid.:186). However, our interest here is in how Philip Tan 
negotiates with this idea of a Singaporean identity and how it is worked out 
in his composition, White Crescent. It is interesting to note that although he is 
composing an alternative identity, Tan still bases his negotiation of this 
identity on the fixities of tradition/heritage and race, places import on 
language, and at the same time, allows for the intersections of East and West 
in his music. 
A WHITE CRESCENT MOON & FIVE WHITE STARS 
Text and narrative 
A White Crescent Moon & Five White Stars, written in 2001, is for flute, 
clarinet, trumpet and gamelan orchestra. The title itself is extracted directly 
from a description of the national flag: "In the upper left corner, a white 
crescent moon and five white stars form a circle" 
(www.expatsingapore.com/general/flag.htm). The webpage continues to 
explain the symbols of the flag as: "the crescent moon represents a young 
nation on the rise. The five stars stand for Singapore's ideals of democracy, 
peace, progress, justice and equality." Its title and narrative are clear 
denotations of Tan's patriotism, and his use of music for its expression. The 
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work is based on the legend of Sang Nila Utama and the mythical founding 
of Singapore. Tan wrote: 
In this work, I have selected a famous legend of how Singapore 
was founded - Sang Nila Utama. Sang Nila Utama was one of the 
very important figures in Singapore history, that everyone in 
Singapore who has been through social studies and history lessons 
would have read about him. This story is very closed to my heart 
as I am very proud of my nation. In Indonesia, most Gamelan 
compositions adopt the famous Indian Ramayana epic as a creative 
source, but for me I am inspired by Singapore's very own legend -
Sang Nila Utama. Since he was also a prince of Sumatra, I find it 
essential to use the Gamelan as a musical source to present this 
legend, giving it a more authentic flavour. Besides, Gamelan music 
was also a main form of music for the early settlers of Singapore. 
So far, no music has ever been made to accompany his glorious 
discovery, so I would like to take this opportunity to compose for 
this folktale (email communication, 2004). 
The text used in the first and fourth movement is as follows: 
Mari kita bersedia berlayar ke pulau Singapura 
Heyl Yo! Heyl Yo! Heyl Yo! 
Maju, maju ke pulau kekayaan, Heyl 
Mari kita bersedia berlayar ke pulau Singapura 
Hey! Yo! Heyl Yo! Heyl Yo! 
Ribut, ribut, ribut, ribut kencang tiup. 
Translated as: 
Let us prepare to sail to the island Singapore 
Hey! Yo! Hey! Yo! Hey! Yo! 
Advance, advance to the island of wealth, Hey! 
Let us prepare to sail to the island Singapore 
Hey! Yo! Hey! Yo! Hey! Yo! 
Storm, storm, storm, storm, a strong wind blows. 
And in Mvt IV: 
Kami rakyat Singapura 
Kami rakyat Singapura 
Kami rakyat Singapura. 
(entire stanza is repeated once) 
Translated as: (My translation) 
7: 
We are the citizens of Singapore 
We are the citizens of Singapore 
We are the citizens of Singapore. 
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This narrative follows closely Turnbull's narration of the founding of 
Singapore3 (1977) in A History of Singapore, 1819 -1975. She wrote: 
[the] ruler of Palembang, heart of the great Malay maritime empire 
of Srivijaya ... took the title of Sri Tri Buana. While touring the 
nearby islands, Sri Tri Buana saw the gleaming white shore of 
Temasek and determined to explore it, but a great storm blew up, 
threatening to wreck his ship and forcing him to jettison 
everything, including his crown. Landing at Kuala Temasek, 
estuary of the present Singapore river, Sri Tri Buana encountered a 
strange beast with a red body, a black head and a white breast, 
whom he took to be a lion. This good omen induced the prince to 
found a settlement at Kuala Temasek, which he called Singapura or 
lion city (1977:2-3). 
As we shall see, Tan's narration is a musical depiction of Turnbull' s text. Tan 
uses a combination of the sung text and music metaphors in his narration. 
Form 
The composition is in four movements with a short introduction and two 
transitions, respectively connecting the first movement to the second, and 
the third to the fourth. With regards to each of the movements, Tan wrote: 
First movement: (bars 8 - 94) (0.00" - 3.58") "It opens with a 
breathtaking scenery where the sea was calm and birds were 
singing. Prince Sang Nila Utama and his men decided to set sail 
from Palembang." A slow and lyrical opening with the flute 
imitates the singing of the birds ... (email communication, 2004). 
The introduction begins quietly with the pitched gongs, followed by a 
tutti in bar 8. At the end of bar 7, the percussion strikes an accent to indicate 
a change in tempo, leading to the introduction of the melodic theme in the 
trumpet in bar 8; henceforth, referred to as the trumpet melody. The trumpet 
melody is accompanied by a rejoinder in the gamelan. This phrase (Phrase 
3"Singapura" is the Malay equivalent of "Singapore". 
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A) comprising of the trumpet melody and its rejoinder is repeated but 
varied and lengthened from five bars to eleven bars, bars 13 - 23. This 
process is repeated in the following section with the additions of the flute 
and clarinet playing in semi-improvisatory style in heterophony to the 
trumpet (bars 24 - 28). This section ends with an additional bar added to the 
end of this repeat (the phrase has been extended from eleven bars to twelve 
bars; an extra bar on "Hey!"). (Please see Ex. 7.la and 7.lb) Incidentally, this 
section also introduces the scalar structure employed in the entire piece. 
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Example 7.la Bars 8 -14 (0.24" to 0.38")4 
4 For reference, time indicators are provided here with specific reference to the respective 
piece in the attached CD. 
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Example 7.lb Bars 15 - 215 (0.38" to 0.54") 
s Rejoinder: Pelog 2 4 6 Slendro 2 121 P.7 S.2 12 13-1 is roughly equivalent to: ea-flat b d-
flat b d-flat b c d-flat b d-flat b e-flat-b 
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Example 7.1c Bars 22 - 28 (0.55" to 1.08") 
A one-bar transition leads to the following section, sub-titled "Through 
the enchanted forest", which features an alternating semi-recitative and a 
metrical sub-section. (Please see Table 7.1 below.) 
Table 7.1 Alternating sections in Movement I 
Sub-sections Bar numbers Description 
Recitative-like bars 42-61 Imitation of bird calls (flute), fragments of trumpet 
melody, gamelan quiet except for beating time, 
(1.37" - 2.31 ") western instruments in heterophony, lack of 
melodic focus (improvisatory-like, not framed by 
melodic structure), tonal focus: e-flat minor 
without harmonic substantiation, no phrase 
demarcations. 
Metrical bars 62-69 Introduction of second melodic theme, western 
instruments in harmony, tonal focus on e-flat 
(2.32" - 2.53") minor, gamelan providing further harmonic support 
interposed within melodic statement, prominent 
percussions, phrase lengths: 4 x 4. 
Recitative-like bars 70- 83 As before except: bird calls less prominent, trumpet 
melody appears more fragmented, gamelan gaining 
(2.54" - 3.30") volume and coming into foreground. 
Example 7.2 Bars 62 - 68 (2.32" to 2.53") 
Tan describes the second movement (bars 95 -142) (3.58" - 6.04") as: 
"They went to a nearby island for a hunting trip. A deer was 
spotted and they started chasing it. He came to a very large rock 
and decided to climb it. When he reached the top, he looked across 
the sea and saw another island with a sandy beach which had the 
appearance of a white sheet of cloth. He decided to visit the 
island." A fun exchange of instrumental dialogues progress as the 
story unfolds (email communication, 2004). 
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As with the previous movement, this movement is divided into 
alternating sub-sections based on different instrumentation. In the first sub-
section, the gamelan plays by itself, followed in the next sub-section with the 
addition of the vocals/text and flute. Tan clearly indicates that the contrast 
and alternations of sections are "instrumental dialogues". Table 7.2 below 
lists and describes these alternations. 
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Table 7.2 Alternating sections in Movement II 
Sub-sections Bar numbers 
Gamelan solo bars 95 -102 
(3.53" - 4.18") 
+Vocals bars103-118 
(4.18" -4.58") 
Gamelan solo bars 119 - 126 
(4.58" - 5.23") 
+Vocals bars 127 - 142 
(5.23" - 6.04") 
Description 
It is by far the closest to a traditional composition for 
the gamelan. The bonang plays the 'baris' from bars 
95 to 99, while the panerus, barung 1, demung and 
slenterm elaborate on it. The percussion too takes on 
a less prominent role and seem to fit into the pseudo-
traditional environment. The next four bars (bars 99 
- I 02) are in preparation for the entrance of the 
vocals and sung melody in the second movement 
proper. These bars are static rhythmically and 
melodically, merely repetitions of tones and rhythms. 
Introduction of the sung text. Sung melody is 
doubled in the flute, and is based on the slendro scale 
with the exception of one pitch (C). Only the first 
line is sung, the rest of the text is vocalised in a 
chant-like manner. Towards the end of this section, 
in bar 117, a ritenuto is indicated in the score, leading 
to a marked decrease in tempo. Phrasing for melody: 
4 x 4. This section is marked: "Lyrical". 
Tempo is markedly slower than the first sub-section. 
The pitches and rhythms are very similar to the first 
solo, with the exception of: 1) addition of barung 2 
and gender; 2) instead of playing the 'baris', the 
bonang play the same pitches repeatedly in different 
order; 3) percussion - less prominent and required to 
play a more elaborate pattern than previously 
(composer's direction as noted on the score). 
The same melody returns with a difference. The 
vocals are broken-up into two parts (female and 
male) to perform a call and response. The first 
(female) part is doubled in the flute and the second 
(male) by the clarinet. The rest of the parts in the 
ensemble are generally the same, except for the 
slower tempo. This section is marked "Majestic but 
lyrical". In bar 134, the score indicates an 
accelerando, and is followed by a gradual increase in 
tempo. Again, only the first line is sung, the rest of 
the stanza is vocalised in a chant-like manner. 
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The second movement comes to an abrupt halt, on the words "Ribut, 
ribut, kencang tiup"6, followed immediately in the next bar with the 
ominous sound of the gong (bar 143), indicating the beginning of the third 
movement. This movement is subtitled "Here comes the storm". Tan 
described it (bars 143 - 215) (6.04" - 8.15") as: 
11 A great storm came, the ship was tossed in the huge waves. The 
ship began to take water, thus he ordered his men to throw all the 
heavy things on board into the sea to lighten the ship. But still 
water kept entering the ship, on advice of a ship's officer, he threw 
his heavy crown overboard. At once, the storm died and he 
reached Temasek7 safely." Loud, aggressive percussion and other 
instruments interact aggressively (email communication, 2004). 
From bar 143 to 174, the gong plays solo. In the first 12 bars, the kempul 1 is 
struck with gong mallets. With increasing rhythmic complexity and tempo, 
the kempul 2 takes over with instructions to use the gambang8 mallets and 
the ends of the marimba mallets. The gamelan re-enters in bar 175 on a 
melody based on the pelog scale; this is the first time a melody is introduced 
in the gamelan. It stands out, clear and distinct without disruptions from the 
western instruments. The trumpet joins the gamelan in bar 179, followed by 
the clarinet and flute in bar 180, leading to what seems like a chaotic mass of 
sounds, a cacophony without order or structure. This chaotic mass is 
produced almost solely from pitches from the pelog scale. After the initial 
few bars, the gender gradually establishes the 'baris' (which is pelog 3' 2' 6 
2' 3 7 2' 3', or corresponding (almost) to f'-e'-b-e'-f-c-e'-f'). It is stated in full 
only in bar 187, and then by a process of selected omission (whereby a pitch 
or two may be dropped in each repeat), the 'baris' is repeated subsequently 
6 "Storm, storm, a strong wind blows" 
7 Temasek is a historical name for Singapore island (Turnbull, 1977). 
8 Gambang mallets are only partially padded, as opposed to those used on the gongs, which 
are fully padded. 
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in every bar. This only ends in bar 206, the bar just before the re-entry of the 
gamelan melody. The rest of the gamelan instruments, thus, play various 
fragments and/or versions of this 'baris'. 
While that was taking place in the gamelan ensemble, the western 
instruments play a series of arpeggiated diminished and diminished seventh 
chords: g0 (bar 181) - e°7 (b. 182)- c-sharp 0 (b. 183-184)- e 0 7 (b. 185) - c7 (b. 
186). (Please see Ex. 7.4) To create the chaotic and confusion as a metaphor 
for the 'storm', Tan has superimposed two tonal systems on each other. The 
western instrument sub-group arpeggiation of the diminished chords is 
contrasted and in contestation with the pelog scale drummed out by the 
gamelan instruments. The tension between the two systems produces the 
mayhem that Tan uses to indicate the turmoil and confusion of the 'storm'. 
Example 7.3 Bars 181 -186 (7.11" to 7.22") 
While the gender, barung 1, barung 2 (with the gender playing the 
'baris') and the western instruments play predominantly the same pitches 
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from bars 187 to 206, (as indicated in Example 7.5), the highlight of this 
section is the way in which the bonang, kenung, ketuk/kepyak and gong are 
made to sound. 
The bonang, kenung, ketuk/kepyak and gong are treated almost 
unceremoniously for their percussive qualities and to produce a variety of 
timbres. Performers are instructed to strike these instruments with marimba 
mallets and/or with "ends of marimba mallets", and to "slide mallets to shift 
tone" (performance directions as noted on the score). The varied 
performance instructions produce substantially different timbre and tone 
qualities. When the performers are called upon to play complex and 
complicated rhythms on these instruments, these few instruments produce a 
convincing 'storm' that is necessary to Tan's narrative of the Sang Nila 
Utama legend. 
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Example 7.4 Bars 187 - 2068 (7.22" to 7.50") 
The return of the gamelan melody in bar 207, a section subtitled "Hurry, 
throw off the heavy stuff" provides an element of order to this preceding 
chaotic and pandemonius cacophony accorded by the multifarious layers of 
activity in each of the instruments (both gamelan and western). The melody 
is played in unison by almost all the instruments of the gamelan except for 
the ketuk/kepyak, gong/kempul 2 and the percussion, leaving only the 
trumpet, flute and clarinet to continue with the task of producing the 
pandemonium. This instantly ascribes some sort of order to the disorder and 
chaos. The gamelan melody is repeated another time from bars 211 to 214. 
This movement ends in bar 215 with an abrupt cut-off in the western 
instruments and a singular strike in the gamelan instruments. 
8 As noted elsewhere in the score, 'x' in the score indicates that the instrument should be 
struck with "the end of marimba mallets" and 'y' to indicate that the player should "slide 
mallets to shift tone" (Tan, 2001). 
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A pause leads to the last movement, Mvt. IV, opening with a flute solo. It 
is subtitled as "At once the storm died down". Tan described this last 
movement (bars 223 - 276) (8.56" -11.05") as thus: 
"He landed and went inland to hunt wild animals. He spotted a 
strange animal with red body, black head and a white breast. He 
was told that by the chief minister that it was a good omen - a sign 
of fortune coming his way. Thus he decided to stay and build this 
city and named it "Singapura". "Singa" means lion and "pura" 
means city". The earlier segments of each part are re-established. 
The solo flute plays a derivation of the trumpet melody (bars 216 - 222): 
embellished with leading-tones, octave glides, and neighbouring tones, and 
varied with changing time-signatures, complex rhythms and extensions to 
the original phrase with motivic fragments. Musical elements, themes and 
expressions introduced in the previous three movements culminate in this 
movement; these are lifted from previous movements and re-presented in 
parallel sequence in this one. One of these examples is in bars 232 - 237, 
where the "fun exchange of instrumental dialogues" as referred to in the 
second movement is more conspicuous in this movement. A melodic pattern 
first introduced in bar 17 in Mvt. I returns here. However, this pattern is 
here attached to larger gesture, that of a dialogue between the western sub-
group (in bars 232 - 233) and the gamelan (in bars 234 - 235), and back again 
to the former (bars 236 - 237). This is followed by another four bars of 
dialogue between the various instruments of the gamelan: first group is 
comprised of panerus, barung 1, barung 2, demung, gender, slentem, and 
the second group of bonang, kenung, ketuk/kepyak, gong and percussion. 
The aforementioned section of this movement is reminiscent of the first 
movement, and a subsequent section in the second movement. (See Example 
7.Sa and 7.5b) 
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This last movement should not be equated to the recapitulation of a 
sonata rondo form of the western art music tradition. While the 
recapitulation recalls what has transpired previously in close parity, this last 
movement only captures the essences of those movements. These extracted 
musical elements and expressions act as metonyrns for these movements, 
and thus, are not exact copies or repeats of the elements and expressions of 
those preceding ones. In short, this movement is constituted of the 
essentialised and truncated expressions of those previous movements. 
The first example is the sung text, on "Kami rakyat Singapura" in bars 
242 to 244. This is only accompanied by the flute doubling the melodic line, 
and in counterpoint to the trumpet and clarinet. The gamelan is silent here. 
With the exception of the first three notes of this vocal melody, which is 
from the vocal melody in Mvt. I, the rest of the pitches in the melody is new. 
This small segment is reminiscent, a reminder, of a longer segment in Mvt. 
IL The second example is in the following section, which is another reminder 
of the chaos of Mvt. III. Here again, it is not a precise re-iteration but more of 
an evocation of that movement. The multifarious layers of sound and 
activity serve to remind the listener of the chaotic pandemonium of that 
movement. However, the tempo in this section is much slower, and 
therefore, presents a less chaotic mass. Matching the text ("Kami rakyat 
Singapura") and the way in which the previous three movements are 
evoked in this last movement, it is possible to say that this movement may 
be perceived as the present-day Singapore. The text in Mvt. I narrates the 
start of Sang Nila Utama' s journey, the in Mvt. III is about the storm Sang 
Nila Utama encountered on the say. The text in Mvt. IV is about the citizens 
of Singapore. The narration has skipped over several centuries of history: 
Melaka empire, Western colonialism, the Federation of Malaysia. The words 
in the text denote a national Singapore, a modem nation. If this movement is 
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a metaphor of present-day Singapore, then it is plausible that the evocations 
(of the past movements) are metaphoric of how the past is remembered and 
recollected; that is, in multilayers of remembering and forgetting, and in 
glimpses. 
Bar 268 indicates the beginning of the end. All the instruments play in 
unison on E (or for the gamelan instruments, 2 on the pelog scale). This 
develops into a tri-chord harmony (E-A-flat-B, or its approximation in pelog: 
2-4-6) in bar 272. The instruments crescendo and rush to an explosive end in 
bar 275. The piece ends on a celebratory, positive tone. In his re-telling of the 
founding of Singapore, Tan chooses to celebrate its birth and history. 
Instrumentation and tuning 
A White Crescent is scored for Javanese gamelan of pelog and slendro 
instruments, flute, clarinet, trumpet and percussion. It was composed while 
Tan was at tenure in Kingston University, based on the specific tunings of 
the gamelan instruments available there, for both slendro and pelog 
gamelan. Tan has opted to compose for both scales, an option rarely taken 
up in traditional compositions. In this composition, he has retained the 
existing tuning for the western instruments, and had not attempted to match 
the tuning systems of both types of instruments. He writes: "by 
compensating on the tuning scales, it will lose the authentic feel of the 
gamelan" (email communication, 2004). His interest is in the (incompatible) 
blend of the different systems, and finding ways of working around this 
incompatibility; for example, finding common notes between two systems, 
reducing instrument to their sound or colour, and the use of drones and 
glissandos to ease the blending. In essence, he is attempting to find a 
satisfactory fusion of both types. However, what it has produced is not a 
fusion (blending) but more of a co-habitation of both fusion and collision. 
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White Crescent was written for the gamelan sets in Kingston University, 
and is indicated in Tan's communication with me as: 
Pelog 
(in approx. western notation: 
Slendro 
(in approx. western notation: 
1234 567 
E~EFA~B~BC) 
6123561 
B D~E~G~A~BD~) 
Pitches of Kingston University Gamelan Set 
The common pairs of notes are; 
Slendro 5 and Pelog 4 = note Ab 
Slendro 6 and Pelog 6 = note B 
Despite this attempt to blend, an initial listening of White Crescent, one is still 
jarred by the incompatible and unresolved differences in the variant tuning 
systems (between slendro/pelog and the equal temperament of the western 
instruments) employed in the piece. However, this friction or gap becomes 
less noticeable after the first few encounters. The ear gradually adjusts to 
and automatically bridges these differences. 
I shall spend some time here to discuss the instruments individually as 
used in this piece and the ways they are used. In discussing the instruments 
individually, I will invariably touch on the use of harmonies and rhythms .. 
The gamelan provides the harmonic basis upon which the other instruments 
and the voices are laid. These harmonies, as Tan stated, are accidental: the 
way in which these melodic materials are layered upon each other produces 
an intricate fabric of sonorities and accidental harmonies. Unlike the western 
instrument subgroup, the gamelan instruments play throughout the piece, 
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sometimes in the background and other times in the foreground. Due to its 
quieter timbre qualities, this sub-group may seem to take on a secondary 
position to that of the western instrument sub-group, but we soon find out 
this is not the case. It takes on a more dominant role in the second and third 
movement. It is also structurally important as it introduces the piece in bars 
1 to 7, transition to Mvt. II in bars 95 to 102, transition from percussion 
introduction to Mvt. III to the rest of the movement (bars 175 -178). 
In general, the entire gamelan is a percussion instrumentformed from 
both metallophones and membranophones; however, Tan has also specified 
the use of other percussive instruments in the score for, to include a variety 
of instruments, to include saucepan too. The gamelan drums (gendhang) 
and additional percussion, performed by Tan himself, act as an adhesive 
between the two sub-groups. The constant rhythms and steady tempo of the 
percussion part provide a reliable underlying regularity for the listener to 
grasp hold of throughout the course of the piece. The level of complexity of 
the rhythms employed lie somewhere in between that of the western 
instruments and the simplicity of the gamelan instruments (as Tan has 
chosen to use them here). The drumming takes on the role of the gong in the 
traditional ensemble, that is to mark the beginnings and ends of phrases and 
sections (see bars 7, 12, 23, 28, 41, 42, 70, 175, 238, (unmarked on score) 242, 
249). It is significant when the drumming drops off and comes back on. This 
signals structural changes; for example, the strike on the first beat of bar 42 
signals a change in the structure and thematic content, leading to a 
rhythmically freer passage, followed by the entrance of solo and recitative-
like in the flute and clarinet. The drum is silent in this passage, and returns 
in the following passage (bars 62 to 69) contrasting between this rhythmical 
section and the previously non-rhythmical section. This coincides with the 
alternating sections discussed earlier. It is important to note the presence 
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and absence of the percussion part, apart from its structural roles. Unlike the 
drummer in Fernando's 10-sen, the percussionist/drummer in this piece 
retains the leadership role and is here taken by Tan himself. The percussion 
is central to the cohesion of the piece, as I shall demonstrate later in this 
chapter. 
The gong is played differently at various moments of the piece, taking on 
a variety of roles and positions during the course of the narrative. It is 
obvious the instruments are subservient to the narrative. A variety of sounds 
and qualities of sound is coaxed from it, due to the varying ways of striking 
it and the instrument used to strike it. The gong is not used for the structural 
purpose of marking phrases but rather as another melodic instrument. For 
example, in the Introduction, it is pitched. This is in contrast with how it 
appears at the introduction to the 'storm' in Mvt. III (at bar 143); it has less of 
a melodic emphasis, but due to the use of different striking mallets, it 
generates a foreboding sense in anticipation of the 'storm'. This is followed 
by a sudden switch to something quite different, where the gong is struck 
with another set of mallets on a specific rhythmic pattern. The gong here is 
used as a contemporary percussive instrument. 
The western instruments, trumpet, clarinet and flute, carry the melody, 
especially in the first and last movement, where trumpet plays its melody 
(see bars 8 - 38), and in the recapitulation of the theme in Mvt. IV, in bars 
223 to 231. The flute plays a prominent role in the transition leading to the 
recapitulation in Mvt. IV. Its recitative-like, florid and semi-improvisatory 
style resembles the rehab or serunai (Malay flute) in some ways. (Refer to Ex. 
5.3) These instruments mainly play in heterophony with each other, with the 
exception of several passages. They play in homophony in bars 62 to 69, 
where they sound a series of diminished chords; the flute and clarinet play 
in unison in Mvt. III, in bars 207 to 214; and in interlocking parts in bars 210 
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to 214, where the trumpet play on the strong beats, while flute and clarinet 
fill in on the syncopated beats. While at other times, these instruments are 
used to double the vocals, as in bars 103to110 and bars 127to134 of Mvt. IL 
Again, like with the gong, there is no fixity of roles/parts/styles to the 
specific instruments. 
The vocals are comprised of untrained voices and no specialised roles for 
the singers. It is obvious that the primary role of the vocals is to enunciate 
the text. The task of narrating the legend is not the sole responsibility of the 
vocals/text; rather it is the joint responsibility of both the vocals/text and the 
musical events. Thus, the sung lines are simple and without virtuosic 
display. Again we observe that both vocals and instruments perform in 
service to the telling of the legend. 
It is obvious from the score and the way it sounds that the piece is thus 
played by two internally cohesive ensembles, the gamelan ensemble and the 
ensemble of the three western instruments, adjudicated and mediated by the 
non-metallophone percussion. The ensembles are separated and 
differentiated, firstly by the different tuning systems, and also by their 
timbre and tone qualities, texture, rhythmic variants, and melodic materials. 
The entrance of the trumpet in bar 8 is rather shocking at the initial listening 
due to the unbridged differences in the timbre and tone qualities of the 
trumpet and the gamelan introduction just preceding it. Secondly, due to its 
difference in tone quality, especially the trumpet, the western instruments 
are more pronounced in the recording than the gamelan instruments. 
Although they are somewhat subdued here, the western instruments still 
retain a bright tone. For in comparison to the softer and mellower gamelan, 
they (the trumpet and clarinet particularly) do produce a much more 
distinguishable sound, therefore tend to dominate the sound-space. 
However, upon careful listening and analysis, one hears that the role and 
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position of the gamelan instruments are not subjugated or secondary to that 
of the western instruments. In fact, the gamelan instruments provide the 
structural and scalar foundation (and marked by the percussion) upon 
which the western instruments and sung text are superimposed. In other 
words, there is no domination of the sound-space by any particular 
instrument or group. 
Thirdly, except for the few times when instruments from the two 
divisions play in unison (bars 33, 236 - 237, 255, 271 and 273), they are kept 
texturally apart: the gamelan instruments play in interlocking rhythms 
amongst themselves, while the western instruments play in heterophony. 
With the exceptions of those bars, the rhythmic patterns in the two internal 
ensembles are rather different. The gamelan ensemble has more 
straightforward and simpler rhythms (of basically quavers and 
semiquavers) while the western instruments are required to play more 
complex and complicated rhythms, such as syncopations and 
demisemiquavers. This is not to say that the gamelan instruments are 
expected to retain their traditional styles; the gong is not used to mark the 
cycles, and the traditional cyclical patterns are not observed here. At other 
times, particularly in Mvt. I and IV where the trumpet melody and its 
rejoinder appears, the rejoinder is not set to contrast or to contradict the 
trumpet statement, but to complement and to act as an adjunct to the 
preceding statement, beginning and ending on the same tone as the ending 
tone of the trumpet statement. (Refer to Ex. 7.la) As I have pointed out 
earlier, the two forms of hybridity take place in this one work. 
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Composing Nusantara Singaporean identity 
Tan's use of the gamelan, Malay language and the legend of Sang Nila 
Utama in his composition on the founding of Singapore, I suggest, is a 
reaction against both the Sinic-centricism of the present government and 
cultural landscape of the island state, and the government's push for a 
global identity. I read Tan as proposing a national identity that is outside of 
the present Sink-centric purview and premised on the indigeneity of 
Singapore, the Malays, and a national identity that is simultaneously global 
and regional. While Phoon is composing a mainstream/majority identity, Tan 
composes a peripheral/minority identity, as demonstrated in this use of the 
Malay language, gamelan and the legend. While Phoon' s focus of 
identification is China and Chineseness, Tan's focus is on the location of the 
place-Singapore. This last may also be reflective of the generational 
differences. Phoon is born in the 1950s and Tan in the 1970s: their 
viewpoints and definition of the 'home' may be reflective of the changes that 
had occurred on the social landscape of Singapore in the course of those two 
decades. In short, this new identity Tan is constructing recognises the 
indigeneity of the Malays, the regional identity of Singapore as opposed to 
an unrooted global one, and draws on pre-colonial history and heritage as 
its basis. 
Instead of using the first language, English, Tan uses Malay for the sung 
text. Although Malay is the national language as according to the 
constitution, English is widely used as a lingua franca for all government 
matters and business, and taught as first language in all schools. Malay 
language was used for the national anthem since self-governance in 1959, 
however, in 2002 an English translation was sought after because most 
Singaporeans had a difficulty comprehending the text. Originally, the Malay 
language was instituted as the national language as a recognition of 
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Singapore's predominantly Chinese population within a predominantly 
indigenous Malay archipelago. As in Malaysia, the Malay language is 
deployed as a signifier for the Malays, and by extension, the archipelago. 
Here in White Crescent, Tan is composing the nation from the perspective of 
the 'authentic' indigenous of the 'place' of Nusantara, the region that 
encompasses the Malay archipelago. By featuring the language and, 
therefore, the Malays, Tan should be applauded for his effort to give 
prominence to a marginalised group. For the present PAP government does 
not recognise the indigeneity of the Malays in Singapore, instead refers to 
them as immigrants of Indonesian descent (Rahim, 1998:17). He is also 
claiming Malay culture for Singapore and as Singapore, that is, Malayness 
and Singapore are one, and that Singapore should seize this signifier as its 
own. 
However, the seizure of this signifier is not unproblematic. As a Chinese 
and a member of the majority, does he have the right to speak for the 
minority and the marginalised? Who gave him the right? Is his 
representation of the Malay Other appropriate? Or is his representation 
merely an appropriation for some other purpose? In his appropriation, is he 
rendering the Malays under the "sign of the primitive (noble savage rather 
than the cannibal savage)" (Griffiths, 1994:71). Griffiths raised this issue with 
regards to the use of Australian Aboriginality as the authentic, warning that 
such representations must be guarded and reflected against the larger social 
structures. 
Following this, I would like to point out the use of the Malay language 
here and its significance. The language as used in the text is simple and 
lacking in poetic style, and the style it is in is reflective only of the written 
form, the cleaned-up version. While his use of the language is new and 
praiseworthy, it also reflects a lack of personal association with the culture. 
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The text appears to be taken out from a textbook, and insinuates a certain 
distance from the realities of the culture, which indicates a lack of real 
encounters with the people and the lived culture itself. It is plausible to 
conclude that Tan is merely using the Malay culture/Malayness for its 
symbolic value, that is, to represent Singapore's belonging in the region. By 
doing so, he is also participating in the practice of fixities and ghettoisation 
of the CMIO discourse. This paradigm of society, as we had established in 
Chapter 2, does not recognise syncretism and hybridity, and seeks to retain 
difference between cultural groups and conceives of these cultures as 
unchanging. The State representation also does not reflect the lived 
experience of the Malays in Singapore, as it tends to museumise the lived 
culture. 
Like the Malay language, the instruments of the gamelan are employed 
here to 'indigenise' Singapore, as he informed me "gamelan music was also 
a main form of music for the early settlers of Singapore" (email 
communication, 2004).9 However, the gamelan used in this piece is not the 
'authentic' gamelan of the Malays in Singapore; it is imported and adopted 
from Java. The Javanese gamelan, as he wrote in his email, is used for the 
narration of the "Indian Ramayana epic". He has consciously used the same 
gamelan to narrate Singapore's epic that of the founding of Singapore island, 
the legend of Sang Nila Utama. The same gamelan has also been deployed 
for the construction of Indonesian national identity, for it has been 
successfully employed in the last fifty years or so by Indonesian composers 
to write national music (Notosudirdjo, 2001). The traditional and Javanese 
ensemble has, thus, been deployed as a national symbol for Indonesia, with 
Jakarta serving as the centre of Indonesia's national culture capital. Tan is 
9 His use of "early settlers" is to indicate migrants from other parts of the archipelago, that 
is, to indicate the Malays. 
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using the same ensemble for the Singaporean national identity, and by doing 
so, he may be associating Singapore with Indonesia. We recall too that the 
same ensemble is used by Fernando to construct a new Malaysian identity. 
The gamelan is unique to the region of Southeast Asia, and is both sonically 
and visually recognised as belonging to the Malay archipelago. Thus in their 
deployments of the ensemble in their compositions, Southeast Asian 
composers are able to draw on this association to immediately situate them 
and their music within this region, and by doing so perform their belonging. 
So, by using this same ensemble, Tan is also performatively constructing 
Singapore's belonging in the Nusantara, as the Malay archipelago are known 
as in Malay. 
The gamelan, as an instrument unique to the archipelago and shared by 
socio-cultural groupings in Sumatra, Java, Bali, Sunda and in the early 20th 
century adopted into the Malay royal courts, and with similar ensembles in 
the Philippipes, Thailand and Vietnam (Suyenaga, 1984), also serve as an 
appropriate representation of the cultural emergence of the economically 
and politically demarcated region of Southeast Asia, namely the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN}. 10 However, Tan's exposure to the 
gamelan, as with Fernando's, is mitigated (and mediated) by the West 
during his sojourn in England while pursuing a tertiary education in music. 
Tan's knowledge of the gamelan is sifted through whatever ideology was 
present during his tenure there. 
Although the legend of Sang Nila Utama is appropriately a myth of the 
founding of Singapore island, its narrative also connects the histories of the 
10 ASEAN is a geopolitical entity established in 1967, originally comprised of Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand (http://www.aseansec.org/64.htm; accessed 
21/6/05). This membership was eventually extended to include Brunei, Laos, Vietnam and 
Cambodia. The objectives of the association are to establish inter-regional economic ties, 
while maintaining its political stability. See also footnote no. 13 on p. 199 of this thesis. 
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archipelago. According to the legend, Sang Nila Utama was the ruler of 
Palembang. It was the heart of the maritime empire of Srivijaya and located 
on the island of Sumatra. He discovered the island of Temasik (which he 
renamed Singapura) by chance, and turned it into a successful trading city. 
Its success attracted attention from the emperor of the Java-based Majapahit 
empire who launched an attack on the island. To escape the raid, Sang Nila 
Utama had to flee northwards, where as legend has it he founded the 
Malaccan settlement and empire. In short, Singapore's history (as according 
to this legend) is intertwined with that of Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Nevertheless, this information is again mediated by the Western/Orientalist 
knowledge, specifically by textbooks based on Mary Turnbull' s A History of 
Singapore 1819 - 1975 (1977). The telling of this pre-colonial legendary 
founding of Singapore takes the focus away from the colonial founding of 
the island. Stamford Raffles has been lauded as the founder of modern 
Singapore, who established it as a successful entrepot (see 
www.visitsingapore.com; official website for tourists to Singapore). In fact, a 
statue of Raffles was erected at the centre of Singapore city, near the 
Singapore River, to commemorate his achievements for Singapore. 
However, Tan's re-telling of the founding of Singapore looks beyond the 
colonial period to its pre-colonial past, in an attempt to capture its glorious 
days before the arrival of Western rule. Even in the text of White Crescent, its 
narration omits the colonial period, jumping from Sang Nila Utama's 
founding to the present modem Singapore nation. In this sense, Tan is the 
original nationalist: rejecting a colonial history for a pre-colonial one. 
Recalling that in its recent policies, the Singapore State, and as is evinced 
in theatre and such artistic practice, has advocated an 'Asian identity' that is 
based on East Asian culture and philosophy (See Chapter 2). In White 
Crescent, Tan differentiates himself and his narration of the nation from 
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other narrations, by re-locating Singapore within the region through the 
deployment of the appropriate signifiers vis-a-vis a global Other. As 
reflected in theatre and popular culture and instigated by State policies, 
there is a strong trend towards 'everything Asia'. However, this direction is 
. oriented towards East Asia; in other words, it remains within the discourse 
of Sinicism and Confucianism. Both Lo and Wee write about English theatre 
groups such as Theatreworks that practice and perform interculturalism, by 
staging a 'New Asia'/' Asianness' /'Instant Asia' (Lo 2004; Wee 2002; Peterson 
2001). This idea of 'Asia' however, skips over the immediate region of 
Southeast Asia. Instead, it extends out to encompass a wider notion of 'Asia' 
to include East and South Asia. I suggest that White Crescent represents Tan's 
counter-discourse, one that favours the immediate region over the more 
distanced East Asia. 
In Fernando's musical writing of the new Malaysian identity, she seeks to 
demonstrate the inauthentic and hybrid Malaysia, while Tan's 'writing' of 
the new Singapore identity seeks to construct an authentic Singapore 
according to his vision of authenticity. The use of the Malay language, 
gamelan and the legend indicates a desire on Tan's part to return to a lost 
heritage that has been wiped out by colonialism, then development and 
nation-building and now modernity. By deploying the latter two signifiers, 
he calls for a return to the 'place' of Singapore, the location of the nation, and 
the traditions and culture that is tied to this 'place'. By seizing the Malay 
signifier, he is also invoking the indigenous identity of Singapore. In 
essence, Tan is trying to 'correct' the disjuncture formed between the use of 
the English language as lingua franca and the location of Singapore. While 
postcolonial writers such as Dennis Lee highlight the disjunctive in their 
writings to better reflect the lack of fit between language and place 
(Ashcroft, 2001), Tan is attempting to fix this lack by matching language to 
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place. In the case of 10-sen, Fernando was playing with the inauthentic and 
the hybrid nature of Malaysia, Tan in White Crescent is attempting to un-do 
this mismatch by 'authenticating' Singapore with indigenous signifiers of 
the region/place. 
Between 'the West' and 'the Rest' 
We now turn to the significance of the instrumentation in this narration of 
'Nusantara Singapura', namely, the trumpet, clarinet and flute, gamelan 
ensemble and drums. White Crescent, as with Singapore's national identity, 
straddles the two poles of 'East' and 'West', of 'modern' and 'traditional'. It 
sits in the space in-between these two poles, and its interstitiality is 
demonstrated by the mix of instruments in the ensemble, 'cosmopolitan' 
rhythms and experimentation, and the deviations from both performance 
traditions. The use of the western orchestral instruments in identity 
construction should not be a surprising factor as Ang and Stratton (1995) 
have argued, the cultural 'West' is as much a part of Singapore's socio-
cultural landscape as the 'East'. Likewise the use of the gamelan instruments 
should not be surprising either. As Tan wrote in his email communication to 
me, the use of the gamelan is essential in the telling of the legend, as it 
"[gives] it a more authentic flavour" (email communication, 2004), claiming 
that the gamelan was the "main form of music for the early settlers of 
Singapore" (ibid.). As I have discussed earlier in this chapter, cultural 
Singapore straddles both East and West, and its identity lying somewhere 
in-between the two poles. By the mere mixing of two ensembles (the one 
comprised of western orchestral instruments and the other of gamelan 
instruments), White Crescent miniaturises the current socio-cultural 
palimpsest of 'East' over 'West'. The crisis of identity and the increasing 
fragmentation of the Singaporean cultural fa~ade are played out in the way 
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in which the western instruments and the gamelan ensemble are juxtaposed 
against each other, sometimes in counterpoint, sometimes in contradiction 
and at other times in complement. 
However, this palimpsest of East and West is not without tension, but in 
fact, wrought with disjunctures, misfits and fissures, and I suggest that White 
Crescent allows for them. In the first instance, by retaining the original 
tuning systems (without having any one instrument adjust to the other), it is 
a clear reflection of the will to maintain their individual differences, and to 
allow these differences to pervade and to, borrowing Bakhtin' s term, "fight 
it out". His attempt at blending these two systems (by emphasising the 
common tones as mentioned earlier) does not alleviate the grating 
incongruity of the two systems. Their uncomfortable layering of the western 
instruments over the gamelan ones are left untouched, imposing on their 
listeners/audience the task of gradually overcoming the discomfort as the 
piece proceeds on. The jarring effect, especially at the beginning of the piece, 
brings home the differences between the two layers of our previous 
palimpsest, of Western then Asian. Although the two groups of instruments 
are subservient to the articulation of the narrative, sounded within a single 
soundscape and performed in concert together, the incongruity of the 
different aesthetic qualities is audible. Through the course of the piece, one 
is always aware of the difference in timbre, sound production and tuning 
systems. One is constantly confronted with the misfit of the two groups of 
instruments, even though they are playing together. The fissure between 
these two groups is starkly obvious and never bridged. It is as if Tan is 
toying with the immense difference between the two groups, musically 
articulating the unconverging binarism of East and West. 
Having said that, the ways in which the two groups of instruments are 
orchestrated demonstrate some level of complement. In this piece, these 
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instruments take on the role of the melodic instruments, usually performed 
by the rebab, serunai (flute) or voice. The flute part most resembles the 
traditional serunai part: in the transition to the recapitulation in the fourth 
movement, the solo flute plays in recitative-style on a florid and semi-
improvisatory melodic line. The heterophonic interaction among the three 
instruments imitates the same interlocking rhythms and tones in traditional 
gamelan performances. Thus, seen in this light, the three instruments do not 
clash as much with the rest of the ensemble. Aside from the clash mentioned 
previously, the two sub-groups of instruments are made to play in 
antiphony in the last movement (bars 232 to 240). This 'dialogue' in bars 232 
to 235 basically requires the gamelan ensemble to echo the melodic fragment 
played in unison by the western group. In the next segment of the 
'dialogue', the western group plays a modified version of the same melodic 
fragment, but the gamelan instruments in its response performs an internal 
antiphony between the soft (panerus, barung, demung, gender, slentem) and 
loud (bonang, kenung, ketuk, gong and percussion) instruments for the next 
four bars. This dialogue does not end in a resolution, but dissipates when 
the gamelan retreats from any further engagement. 
Both the western instruments and the gamelan instruments deviate from 
their 'traditional' performance practice. This is obvious in the instructions in 
the score and in the different timbres produced as a result. Against the 
norms and conventions, these instruments are coaxed into producing new 
sounds and colours. Particularly for the gamelan, conventional performance 
practice is discarded for new and innovative methods of playing these 
instruments. The score requires the use of different mallets, such as the use 
of gambang and marimba mallets to play the gong in the introduction of the 
piece, to play with the wooden ends of the mallets, to play with the hand as 
opposed to using any mallet, instructions to play on the "wooden part" of 
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the panerus, barung and demung, to perform a glissando on the softer 
instruments and so on. These methods deviate from the traditional ways of 
playing these instruments, and they testify to Tan's innovation, which does 
not permit him to only 'play by the rules'. He wrote in his email that he is 
interested in the experimental, particularly with the gamelan, and considers 
himself within the genealogy of 20th century avant-garde composers, both 
Western and Asian, the likes of John Cage, Harry Partch, Rahayu Supanggah 
and Tan Dun. Just as with Rastam and Phoon, this genealogy immediately 
locates a composer in the modem network of rooted (in this case, rooted in 
the heritage of the place) cosmopolitans working on the innovations of 
sound. 
This notion is further accentuated in the 'cosmopolitan' rhythms played 
on the gamelan instruments. They act as the mediator and bridge between 
the 'traditional' /'East' and 'modem' /'West'. At the beginning of the third 
movement, the players on gongs 1 and 2 play an assortment of instruments 
in various complex rhythms, joined later (in bar 175) by the percussion. Both 
the rhythmic patterns and their complexity do not conform to a traditional 
way of playing these instruments. The combination of syncopation (as in the 
barung, gendem and percussion in bar 185), triplets, changing metres and 
accents are not part of the prescribed traditional set of rhythms. They are 
more the conventions of modernist compositional techniques and four-beat 
rhythm patterns of popular music. On an aside, the expression "Hey! Yo!" in 
the sung text is also another derivation of the 'brother-of-the-hood' 
expression as popularised in the many forms of representation in Black 
visual culture. Thus, despite straddling 'traditional' and 'the West', this 
piece does extend beyond this binarism towards a more global and populist 
trajectory, and is located in the in-between space of the two poles of East and 
West. 
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The first time I heard Tan's work was in a dance performance by EcNad 
in the 2002 Singapore Arts Festival. He was accompanying this performance 
with solo percussion; he was hitting on empty water bottles, saucepans and 
such. It was a fascinating performance due in most part to his contribution. 
When I heard White Crescent, the rhythms (in terms of its patterns, furore 
and the innovation) were familiar to me, recognisably a product of Tan's 
creativity. Hence, to me the 'cosmopolitan' rhythms clearly represent the 
composer's voice. If he identifies with the cosmopolitan, then is he also 
doing the same for Singapore? Is he proposing that the only solution that 
bridges tradition and modernity/the West, is to embrace the cosmopolitan? 
By that is he suggesting that the Singapore identity is always a mix of the 
two? 
A last note here, unlike Phoon's Nil Wa, there is no indication in White 
Crescent of Tan's own ethnicity. In this sense, he is absent; to be more 
specific, his racial identity is unrepresented11 • Is this a refusal of 
representation? Or is he highlighting the point that the Chinese do not really 
belong in this place, as represented by the absence of his race here? By 
taking his own race out of the sonic picture and taking on the race of the 
indigenous Other, he hopes to create an alternative; an alternative that 
negotiates with the locality of Singapore as marked by the indigeneity of the 
Malays and its belonging in the 'Nusantara'. Although his racial identity is 
removed in the music, his Chineseness is represented by his body/presence 
in the performance. It is during the moment of performance we see the 
cross-culturalism in process: the seizure of the sign of the Other to represent 
the nation. Further, this Singapore identity Tan proposes is not pure, but 
11 Tan did write in his email that there are "fragments of Chinese, Malay, Indian and 
Western like music ... used to symbolise the multiracial harmony and prosperity" (2004); 
however, these fragments are neither obvious in the score nor in the music. 
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wrought with the palimpsest of 'Eastern' and 'Western' inscriptions, 
rendering it a hybrid adrift in the space of the in-between. 
With that we have to come to the last of the four case studies. In my 
discussion of each of the cases, I have discussed in length the ways in which 
dialogism works in the composition, and have made inferences to the 
composers' construction/negotiation of identity. These four cases and my 
reading have also demonstrated the different 'speaking' positions of each of 
the composers, with regards to issues of majority/minority and race. From 
the discussions of these case studies, we observe the ways in which 
identities of belonging and not belonging are played out. For they are not 
fixed binaries; for example, even though Rastam's negotiation of a 'new 
Malay' identity focuses mainly on Malay issues in Malaysia, it is plausible to 
perceive her embrace of cosmopolitanism as acknowledging Malaysia's 
diversity. On the other hand, instead of abrogating Malay culture, Fernando 
appropriates the gamelan to compose her belonging, her intervention. 
Further, Tan, a Chinese in Singapore, denies his own ethnic representation 
in his music to construct an 'authentic' representation of the place of 
Singapore, its location in the region, in contrast to Phoon' s construction of an 
imaginary homeland of cultural China. I shall not labour on with any further 
discussion here, but leave further thoughts to the concluding chapter of this 
thesis. 
Conclusion 
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This thesis has explored agency as expressed and articulated through a 
musical work. It suggests conceiving music as a discursive space, and 
particularly with reference to my case studies, a space for the negotiation of 
one's subjectivity vis-a-vis a status quo. Recent theories of identity and 
identity politics argue that identity is not authentic and whole, but 
constructed, fragmented, hybrid and always in flux. Butler's notion of 
performativity adds to this argument, asserting that not only is identity 
constructed but is performatively constructed. Her argument contends that 
the self is constructed by citing and re-citing in the performance of a role. 
Other scholars such as Vicki Bell (1999) and Anne-Marie Fortier (1999) have 
extended that idea, arguing that in the same process of citing and re-citing, a 
group can performatively construct its identity. 
In Chapter 1, I had attempted to suture these theories of identity with 
theories of music. I have discussed (and this has been demonstrated in my 
case studies) that music's "partability" and "portability" has rendered it 
most suitable to be deployed for the performative construction of identity. 
The multiple dimensions of music (pitch, timbre, instruments and so on) and 
its mobility works as a "free trade zone" (Roseman, 2000), allowing for the 
mixing-and-matching of various musical dimensions. Together with 
Turino' s application of Peirce's semiotic theory, we can conceive of music as 
capable of communicating meaning. In a composition, there can be a 
collation of multiplicity of symbols and indices. The layering of these signs 
in a work can produce complicated levels of meaning as I have 
demonstrated with my case studies. The ways in which these symbols and 
indices interact or, using Bakhtin' s terminology, inter animate, can also 
produce intricate layers of significance. 
To reveal the subtleties, intricacies and complexities of the ways meaning 
is produced, it is imperative that an appropriate method of analysis is used. I 
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have proposed to borrow Bakhtin' s heteroglossia from linguistic studies, as 
a reading strategy. Heteroglossia allows us to conceive of music composition 
as a "plurality of relations" (Holquist, 1990:89), and perceives tension 
between two sources as the "collision of two worldviews" (Bakhtin, 
1981:428). In other words, heteroglossia is a discursive analysis, where 
melodic themes and patterns are syntagms or 'events'. Analysing which 
instruments enunciate these events, and how they do so, is revealing of the 
composer's agency. Heteroglossia also regards the work as a multivocal 
assemblage, and is relevant especially to intercultural music. Intercultural 
music incorporates a variety of instruments from different cultural sources: 
what they enunciate, how these instruments are used, and how they interact 
with each other are important considerations for the explication of the 
various aspects of cultural contact. Heteroglossia allows us to distinguish the 
process of hybridity as organic or intentional. Intentional hybridity is 
inherently dialogic and conceives of the music composition as a multivocal 
assemblage that is artistically organised. As a reading strategy, dialogism 
recognises the contestations between voices and their conflicting 
'worldviews' as "interaction[s] between 'high' and 'low' forms" (White, 
1984:127), rendering it appropriate for negotiations and contentions of 
asymmetrical power structures. My application of this reading strategy to 
my case studies has served to elucidate the various levels of meaning in a 
work. By such a reading, I was also able to demonstrate the composer's 
negotiation with, and construction of, identity. 
However, it is also imperative to recognise that the work/music 
composition on its own is dead and meaningless. Unless it is given voice 
through performance, the layers of meaning will remain suppressed. As 
Butler's theory maintains, it is the act of re-citation - when a work is given 
voice - that a performative act is successful. And by repetition, it gradually 
293 
takes on the position of 'convention'. In the performative construction of 
group identity, this is when transformation has taken place, or in Turner's 
concept of the stages of social drama, the moment of re-integration (1982). It 
is also in performance that collective identity may be performatively 
constructed, for "meaning is emergent" and is "created through the act of 
performance" (Cook, 2001b:179). The work takes on the role of a script (as in 
a playwright) and "choreograph[s] a series of real-time, social interactions 
between players" (ibid.:15): the performer/s and audience, with the script 
representing the voice of the composer. Borrowing the notion of 
performance from performance studies, we understand that a performance 
may also be a rite of passage, a transitional state in between two stable 
states. Within this lirninal (Turner, 1982) state, suspended from the rules and 
conventions of social reality, 'play' is permitted. This play involves 
"generat[ing] ... weird forms ... and ... models ... that are highly critical of the 
status quo as a whole or in part" (ibid.:40). It is plausible to envisage music 
performance as lirninal, suspended from the everyday reality and framed 
temporally and spatially within the process of performance and the concert 
hall. During this process of performance, the process through which the 
work is given voice, symbols and indices are "heaped up" (ibid.), inverted 
and parodied, and "factors of culture" are played with, sometimes 
11 assembling them in random, grotesque, improbably, surprising, shocking, 
usually experimental combinations" (ibid.). 
Seen in this light, each of my case studies, Rastam' s Lapangan Ya-Ya-Ya, 
Fernando's 10-sen, Phoon' s Nii Wa and Tan's A White Crescent and Five White 
Stars, is a rite of passage in itself, within which they (the composers) 
"experiment with, act out, and ratify change" (Schechner, 1988/2003:191). 
Within the framing of the performance of the work, these composers are free 
to incorporate an array of symbols and indices to construct the imagined, 
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and in a process of subversion and parody to negotiate with the status quo. 
Within this space of the composition, they are able to work out their 
subjectivity and engage with public discourse as an expression of their 
agency. When the work is given voice through performance it works like a 
script, on the basis of which the performer/s and audience are able to 
participate in the composer's construction and negotiation, and perform 
together their collective identities. Saidah Rastam is able to critique 
Malayness by parodying language, religion and traditional music, and 
performatively construct the 'new Malay' as modem, cosmopolitan and self-
assured. By championing the Malay gamelan, Sunetra Fernando is able to 
create dialogue with a Malay-centric status quo, and by doing so, clear a 
space for her belonging in a racialised society. She is also able to participate 
in the public discourse on the new Malaysian identity through her music. 
Phoon Yew Tien' s use of the Chinese orchestra to narrate a Chinese legend is 
reflective of his desire to re-construct his connection with cultural China, an 
imagined homeland, with disregard for his present home, Singapore. On the 
other hand, Philip Tan, a generation later, who writes with a conscious 
consideration for the Southeast Asian location of Singapore, as part of the 
Malay archipelago, borrows the Javanese gamelan to re-compose 
Singapore's identity as belonging to this region. 
In essence, this thesis has attempted to show that the melange of sounds 
that constitute these intercultural works are not merely a "cacophony of 
different voices" (Holquist, 1990:89), but may be apprehended instead as a 
"plurality of relations", and when these works are given voice in 
performance, it takes on the characteristics of a ritual or rite of passage, 
where through Turner's "human seriousness of play" (1982), the composer, 
performer/s and audience can participate in the performative construction of 
a collective identity. 
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Glossary of terms1 
bonang gong-chime, referring to the boning barung. The bonang panerus is 
pitched an octave higher. 
daruan a type of plucking-string instrument with a flat wooden resonating 
shaped like a full moon, akin to the lute, large sized 
dasanxian a type of three-stringed plucking instrument with a long and slim 
neck, large-sized 
dasuona a larger suona, the double reed vertical pipe 
demung gamelan instrument (see also saron) 
di transverse flute(s) 
diaupa suspended cymbals 
dizi colloquial name of the di, the transverse flute 
duanmuodi short bamboo flute 
erhu a type of bow-string instrument, with only two strings tuned a fifth 
apart 
gambang xylophone, usually referring to the wooden type (gambang kayu) 
gamelan generic terms for ensemble of predominantly struck instruments 
found in the Indonesian region, especially in Java and Bali. 
gaohu a type of bow-string instrument 
gaoyinsheng high pitched mouth organ 
gender gamelan instrument, referring to the gender barung. The gender 
panerus is pitched an octave higher. 
gong in the Javanese usage, it refers specifically to the main gong of the 
gamelan: gong ageng, or its smaller substitute gong suwukan 
guzheng 
haidi 
huqin 
jiuyinluo 
kempul 
a zither type instrument, also called zheng 
small sized soprano suona, double reed vertical pipe 
a general term for Chinese bow-string instruments 
a type of tuned gong set 
smaller hanging gong 
1 This list is quoted from Neil Sorrell (1990), and Yang Mu (1993). 
kendhang 
kenong 
kepyak 
kethuk 
liuqin 
muyu 
drums of the gamel an 
largest of the gongs supported from beneath 
bronze plates struck together 
small gong, suspended from beneath 
a type of plucking-string instrument 
round shaped wood-block 
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peking nickname, generally used for the saron panerus, which is the 
highest-pitched instrument of its group 
pelog scale comprising of seven notes 
pipa a type of plucking-string instrument, has half-pear-shaped 
appearance with four strings tuned to A D E A' 
qangmuodi long bamboo flute 
qin a seven-string plucking-string instrument, tuned to a pentatonic 
scale, played with the instrument placed on a low table 
qudi 
rebab 
a type of dizi (the bamboo flute) 
two- or three-stringed spiked fiddle 2 
ruan a type of plucking-string instrument with a flat wooden resonating 
shaped like a full moon, akin to the lute 
sanxian 
neck 
a type of three-stringed plucking instrument with a long and slim 
saron gamelan instrument, referring to the saron barung. The saron 
panerus (commonly known as peking) is pitched an octave higher, and the saron 
demung (commonly known just as demung) is pitched an octave lower 
sheng 
sit er 
slendro 
slenthem 
suling 
suona 
suwukan 
xiaopa 
xiaoruan 
xindi 
a type of mouth organ 
small zither 
the other scale, comprising of five notes 
gamelan instrument 
end-blown bamboo flute 
a type of double reed vertical pipe 
see gong 
small cymbals 
small sized ruan 
small flute 
2 taken from Nasaruddin, 1992. 
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yangqin Chinese equivalent of the European dulcimer 
yunlu a type of tuned gong set 
zheng also known as guzheng 
zhonghu has the same shape as the erhu, but is larger in size and lower in 
pitch 
zhongruan medium sized ruan 
zhongyinsheng medium sized mouth organ 
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